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THE INFLUENCE OF PASSION PLAYS
ON
THE MODEIDf REVIVaL OF THE AMATEUR THEATRE

Rev. Terence J. Seery, 0.S.M.
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III. Modern revivals of ancient texts of passion
plays by communities, universities, parishes.
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IV. Innovations, New Texts that have been written
and produced in the last thirty years.

Their

unprecedented sucoess.
V. The possibilities of the future in the amateur
theatre and its influence upon the professional
stage.

1.

FOR~10RD.

The purpose of this paper is to point out certain
~eatures

of the revival of the amateur theatre, a movement

uhat is increasing in momentum at the present time.
~s

What

led to this revival, and what are the contributing factors

that have made for its sueeess?
To strengthen the contention that the stage owes a
~efinite

debt to religious drama as the progenitor of the

revival we have first briefly outlined the influenee that
religion has had upon the art.

By religious drama we under-

stand that popular amateur theatre that has periodically
~isen

under the tutelage of the Church.

This religious drama for the most part, at least in
the beginning of the revival, consisted of passion plays.
These continued to increase in popularity until they were
taken up by many

cOIT~unities

as a popular venture.

For

this reason and because students of literature and folklore, within the last decade especially, have evinced a
special interest in the passion play we consider the plays
as the most important part of the revival and therefore
have treated them at some length.
The thesis is divided therefore, into three general

2

~arts.

These are, first, The Past and Present; second,Speci-

of Celebrated and Popular Passion Plays; third, The Future

~ens

of the Amateur Theatre.
In developing these headings the recent findings of
scholars are set down.

This has been done not only to strengthel

the arguments, but also to gather together the scattered material on the revtal so that, being seen united and connected,
one can conclude that the new popular theatre is worthy of
fnote.
As a secondary object of the thesis, it is hoped that
~~e

arguments set forth in these pages will convince the

reader that this modern amateur theatre is worthy of study,
and, without detriment to the art of the drama, can ta}ce its
place as a branch of modern literature.

CHAPTER

ONE~

THE PAST AND PRESENT SITUATION.
\'ihen the Christians of the first three centuries undertook to abolish the licentious drama of pagan Rome they were
only partially successful.

It was the invasion of the bar-

barians combined with five centuries of continual denunciation that finally did away with the pagan forln of the theatre.
Even then the stage was not entirely submerged for the history of the art has proven that drama is irrepressible,
although at times it may be subdued.

The clergy, finally

realizing that the art coui!never be entirely eradicated,
began to substitute other forms for the objectionable presentations that persisted in vogue.

As a result the amateur

theatre began to develope from these clerical presentations.
This amateur theatre was of short duration.

1.

Beyond the

fact that parts of the Old and New Testament were made. into
drama~ic

mente

forms very little is known about this popular moveAt any rate it is not important in the history of

1.
In this opening paragraph we have a brief outline of the
exterior history of drama. From a low, often crude religious
beginning it becomes secularized and professionalized. It
develops until it offends the public taste and morals. Then
it is denounced, subdued and takes a new lease on life from
an amateur revival. Thus the cycle turns through the centuries.
3.

4.

the art except for one thing; it served to give the idea to
the clergy centuries later of teaching their congregations
2

the truths of the Church by means of the drama.
The seething unrest of the European races from the sixth
to the ninth century effectively destroyed this revival and
prohibited advancement in any of the arts.

Yet the indes-

tructability of the stage is evident from the fact that even
in those dark ages of unrest the strolling minstrels, the
independent mummers, the pantomime artists were in existence
ekeing out a precarious livlihood.
Beginning with the ninth century the Christian leaders
founded a stage of high religious character, wrote plays for
it, trained the actors and
an institution.

3.

n~de

this revived amateur theatre

The ritual and liturgy of the Mass was not

then, as it is now, a very definite and decided process.

It

was rather elastic and so it was found that there were opportunities here and there for the insertion of small plays,

--------------------------------------------------------------2.
Apollinarius the Elder, a priest of Laodicea rewrote, in
the fourth century, parts of the Old Testament history in
Homeric hexameters.
3.
The Plays of the lTlearned Nun Hroswitha ll were Roman
comedies rewritten with a religious tone predominant. This
was done in the ninth century.

5.

pantomimes, and dramatic choruses.

From these crude begin-

nings arose the mystery plays, miracles, and moralities that
were to flourish from the tenth to the sixteenth century.
This revival in the beginning and for a long period
thereafter, was truly an amateur theatre.

This crude drama

sprang from the living faith of the people, was written for
the people, was acted by the people - truly it was an amateur
theatre.

Although of unfinished workmanship and guided by

no set principles it was characterized by sincerity and enthusiasm; with realism, allegory, and symbolism playing
important parts in the presentations.
Begun by the clergy this revival remained under their
guidance for some time.

For this reason, while this amateur

theatre was often boisterously vulgar, at times ludicrously
ridiculous, it was never immoral.

It was later, when the

drama became secularized in tl:.e sixteenth century that objectionable features began to creep in.

The licentiousness

became so rampant that it led to the abolition of the drama
by the Puritans.
Two characteristics of

t~is

revi¥al are to be noted.

First, it was a clerical institution.
in the monasteries or convents.
their priests.

The plays were written

The actors were trained by

In its inception, the altar boys were the

actors but these in a short time gave way to adult male

6.

actors, except in the female parts, which continued to be
acted by the boys.
institution.

In the second place, it was a popular

The anateur theatre of the ninth to the six-

teenth century was truly of the people, by the people, and
for the people.

Professional actors were uWcnown.

Like-

wise, operators, producers, direotors, as we understand these
terms, were not yet in evidenoe.
one conneoted with the stage.

It was a hobby for every-

The butoher, the baker, the

canue-stiok maker, eaoh was first a tradesman, and after
that an aotor.

This is true even though they often beoame

very profioient in portraying certain types and characters.
It is esnecially in these two ways that the early
revival of the drama differs from what is usually termed
the popular theatre of the modern laity.

Today the amateur

theatre is not a clerical institution alt:tough the clergy
have encouraged it

tl~ey

have not tal:.en the act ive interest

that was taken by the clergy

L-~

the earlier centuries.

Also,

the theatre of the laity of today is a much more specialized
art.

Publishing companies, managers, directors, costumers,

technioians, these we have today, and they devote themselves
only to the amateur theatre.
In spite of these major differences the modern theatre
and even

t~~

perfected art of the Renaissance and Romantio

periods owe a definite debt to those crude beginnings.

It

7.
waS necessary that drama, in its revival, should pass through
certain clumsy, inartistic t ungraceful steps before reaching
the perfection of the Shakesperian art.

These steps were
4

taken by the mysteries, moralities, and interludes.

Katherine

Lee bates in English Religious Drama voices the opinion of
competent historians of the drama on this point when she
writes:
The l.'liracle Play was t}1..e training school
of the romantic drama. In England during
the slow lapse of some five centuries, the
Miracle with its tremendous theme and
mighty-religious passion, was preparing
the day of the Elizabethan stage; for
despite all crudities t prolixities and
absurdities of detail these English
Mystery and Miracle Cycles are nobly
dramatic both in range and spirit. 5
These were the productiOns of the mediaeval guilds,
univerSities, colleges, communities, and other corporate
bodies.

They included the passion playas a part of the

Cycles.

And this part was the only thing that was to remain.

The passion play remained because of its undying popularity,
but it was to retreat into the backwaters of civilization
where it was for centuries to be carried on unnoticed by a
6

materialistic world.
~~-~-------------------------------------------------- --------

4.
1firacle plays usually dealt with the lives of the saints.
The 1trsteries portrayed biblical scenes. The two terms are now
synonomous. A Cycle was a series of pagean~ leading up to the
great climax in the life of Christ, His Passion and death.
5.
Katherine Lee Bates, English Religious Drama,
1,ifacmillan Co., N.Y., 1910., p.49.
6.
Allardyce Nicoll, IJas}cs ",,:Mimes, and Miracles, Harcourt,
Brace and Co., N.Y. City, 19DI, contains a history of the

/

8.

This almost purely religious amateur theatre came to
an end with the secularization of the st?ge in the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries.

The amateur tl;.eatre as an inst i-

tution ceased to exist for over two hundred years.
After this long period of somnolence there 7:as noticed
a stirring of popular d.rarJ.atics.

About 1850 the stirring

came to be recognized as a definite reawakening.

One of

the reasons for this revival was the fact that amateurs
could present dramas which could never find a place on the
professional boards.

At infrequent intervals the Jirofession-

al stage had attempted the production of religious plays
but without success.

The dominant note in this revival of

the amateur theatre became a religious one.

The world famous

traditional passion plays of Europe were the forerunner of
7

the new popular theatre.

evolution of the modern stage from these amateur productions.
7.
A very important feature of the amateur theatre is the
parish dramatic club. These are dramatic societies of amateurs organized in parishes in Europe and especially in America.
So popular have they become that within the next two years it
is expected that those in the Archdiocese of Chicago vlill be
formed into one large organization under the auspices of the
Catholic youth Organization of Chicago.

-

9.

The rising interest in passion plays then, began the
revival which has gradually been

gatheri~momentum

today the amateur theatre threatens to
in popularity.

st~pass t~e

until
legitimate

This supplanting of the professional stage

bv
. the lay movement would have ta};:en place before this but
for certain obstacles.

Chief among these was tbe Christian

attitude toward the stage.
Seventy-five years ago the
tl~.e

Cr~istian

attitude toward

arts in general and toward the stage and the novel in

particular was one of suspicion.
for a Christian.

Then the

The stage was no fit place

Cr~istian

leaders began to realize,

almost too late, that first, the stage could and did in some
cases actually destroy faith, and second, that here, in drama
~as

a potent field that could readily be used in Crxistian

endeavor.

This change of attitude greatly assisted in the

revival of the amateur theatre.
At first the revival consisted in a slavish imitation
of

t~e

regular drama.

Gradually, as was to be eXyected, the

religious motive was injected into the themes.

It was soon

found that not a great deal of the professional material
available could. be used l)y amateurs and so the cry went up
Il,'!>at can VIe use!l.

Naturally, plays of a religious character

'!fere in demand.
Longmans, Green and Company seized the opportunity

10.
ffered by t1:.e new movement, to conduct a religious play vvri ting
ontest.

As a result, some 'worthwhile plays have been :;::utlish-

d among them being Pharoah's Dauehter by Dr. and riTrS. Allison
aw, and Barter by Brother Urban Nagle.
However, these contests took place a few years after the
,orld War.

For some years prior to the War the subject matter

as almost entirely that of the Old Testament.

After the War,

ecause of the continually increasing popularity of ?assion
lays, the subject matter of the amateur religious theatre
dopted the New Testament as a source of dramatic material.
The amateur dramatic clubs found that religious plays
~ere

popular only at certain times of the year, notably

ro~~d Cr~istmas

and especially during Lent.

Other types of

.lays were needed and soon the supply far exceeded the demand.
~

host of amateur writers, whose works would never reach the

'.)ublic through the regular channels, took advantage of the
ack of discreet criticism on the part of the amateur producers to unload on them very inferior compositions.
This caused another difficulty to arise.

A difficulty

hat would delay the recognition of the new movement by
etent critics.

COffi-

These hastily written dramas were far from

eine; contributions to the art.

Reliable

cr~tics

looked upon

hem aslcance and, after brief but sufficient conSideration,
ook no more notice of them.

Unfortunately, this experience

11.

made the critics shy at even professional dramas with a religi oUS atmosphere.
This condition of the paucity of really worthwhile plays
in

t:t~e

amateur repertoire remains today.

Like'wise, and for

this reason, the attitude of the critics remains unchanged.
When we find recognized critics makifl..g the following remarks
about religious plays we must admit that there is room for
improvement.
The critic in Time for April 2, lC?34 , writes:
T7hen Irish-Catholic plaYVlrights experience
the tug of pious inspiration, the results
are lilrely to be more ennobling tr..an entertaining. The Joyous Season, like Eugene
OT Neill's Days-WffEout End; is a serious
and ambitious drama, celebrating Faith.
It ahhieves its purpose smoothly but without that wit which, in plays condoning
uncomfortable sophistication, gave Playwright Barry his authority.
lEore concerning the same plays as reviewed by the drama
critic of the Chicago Tribune: HIt's a time \"lorn and frayed
techniq,ue vlhen the hero tries to resolve his own conscience
tb.rough telling his wife-- tr..rough a character in his boo}:-of his owt:. guilt. TI
The following wee.ie, however, in his colrul1n ;;;rl:.ich he
conducts in t he net} 1'Jorld, Father Lord states:
Propl'.ecy is hazardous, yet If I I at "(jt:lln,iJ ..
one. The critics who delighted in the
pessimism and despair and blacl: doubts
and hopeless struggle of the old O'Neill,
will be cynical, condescending, patroniz-

12.

ingly contemptuous, and considerably
put out 2.t tl':.is new 0' lfeill of faith
and hope. }':odern cynical criticism
is wedded so fast to its despair, that
it vlill not accept a hopeful solution
of life's problem even from its beloved O'Iieill.
And in the issue of the same weekly for February 23, 1934,
the same dramatist writes:
Eve~yone is commenting on it, and with
intense surprise. Broadway, in a season
when plays grow more and more indecent,
shows this contrasting note of faith. In
a melodrama, a Catholic bishop converts an
atheist and gives him absolution as the
curtain falls.
Wednesday's Child is the story of a child
torn to pieces tF~ough the divorce of his
parents; a just Catholic protest against
divorce. Maxwell Anderson's Catholic
1'fary of Scotland is a sellout. Philip
Barry, who strayed far from Catholic faith
and morals in his dramatic past, offers
Lillian Gish as a delightful nun in The
Joyous Season. ~~d Eugene O'NeillTs--play of returning faith that ends at the
foot of the crucifix, has been steadily
mounting in popularity and the size of the
audiences. Can it be that the Catholic
Revival in ~~eriga has definitely started
with the stage? .

While hailing the advent of plays dealing '.'Ii th religious themes on the regular stage we must not be carried
away by our enthusiasm.

No doubt there are various breeches

of technic in many modern religious dramas, yet we must be
objective enough to admit this fact.

'While defending the

authors and their worl::s we must also criticize, and it is

--------------------------------------------------------------8.

Rev.D.Lord S.J."A1o " the Wa

If

New World Feb.23 1934

.24.

only

t~~ough

this criticism that religious drama will again

come into its own.
The legitimate Theatre is not yet ready for religious
drama but, because of the rising tide of enthusiasm in the
an~teur

theatre, the regular stage will find it in time

both profitable and uplifting to produce more and more plays
of a religious character.

For the present, however, we can

only study the products of the

aL~teur

stage for any en-

ligr.tenment concerning this branch of dramatic art.
The busilless of entertaining -the people has become
one of the most im:,Jortant, because so profitable, in the
world.

But the drama has become hopelessly comnercialized

as the photo-drama has become.
the problem play,

tl~

The intellectual drama,

psychological and analytical tragedy

presented successfully by a conmercialized stage earns
money on S01:1e other ground than the intellectual.
plight of the professional stage is
in

tl~e

unwittir~ly

This

assisting

revival of amateur dramatics.
It is this hopeless situation, recognized
by all men, that points the way of The Parish
Theatre. It will be t1:.e refu.se of the free
drama; that is, a drama composed without
thought of the cash profits, based on the
life of man, natural and simple, void of
the artificial and the stagey. It will provide a stage for the independent comp~~y.9.

-------------------------------------------------------------9.

Rev.John T.Smith, The Parish Theatre, Long~ans Green
and COI!manv, Hew York .. 1927. p1'.42.43.

14.

The popularity of the passion play, t1'2.e cl:anged Cl-:.ris~ian

attitude tormrd.

t:0.8

staGe, the cond.ition of tl'2.e L10dern

secular draDa, and finally, tl-:.e adoption by the religious
bodies of the drama as an adjunct to the

ft~therance

of their

wrograms has resulted in a revival of the amateur religious
stage.

While this popular movement has not, as yet, in any

appreciable way affected the professional stage, even there
we may see traces of the revulsion that was bound to follow
the atheistic, ultra-realistic, and real pagan dramas that
have held sway for a number of years.

It is however in the

amateur theatre, in the colleges and universities

t~~t

this

revulsion of taste is most noticeable.
Another factor contributing to the popular revival has
been the increasing interest among literary scholars in the
movement.
of

The art is indubitably indebted to these students

~iterature,

to the men of letters who have encouraged

this revival from the beginning.

Students, lilce Caroline

Fredericlc who has made known to the world many of the centuries old folk and passion plays of Europe, are t.o be congratulated for their patient research in this field.

A11ardyce

Nicoll, in England, }/Jary Austin, in the United States have
materially aided the new movement by their articles which
have appeared in several literary periodicals, notably in
The Masle and the Theatre Arts Monthly Magazine.

15.

These and other scholars have capably considered the

many difficulties confronting the revival which would

r~ve

proceeded with greater celerity but for the lac::;: of workable
mat:3rial.

Ur. Allardyce Nicoll, in an article in The 1,!ask

for April, 1925, considers this problem and proposes a solution.

He would assign to the Universities the task of pro-

viding
those materials upon which principles of
the drama can be based. Those materials in
spite of immense bulk of literary matter,
produced on Shakespeare and on Shakespeare's
contemporaries, are frequently lacking.:for
the student who goes out of the direct highway in the realm of drama. Not only have
continental influences not been fully traced,
the very influence of earlier upon later
English drama has not been mapped out. One
task of the University, therefore, ought to
be to gather together all the materials
which may be useful to the student of the
drama or of the theatre, classify that material and make it generally accessible. 10 •
The Universities, however, are slow in taking up this
challenge.

In the amateur dramatic clubs, in the highways

and byways of our national life the revival in drama forges
ahead.

As has been stated,

tp~s

apPOinting offerings of Broadway.

is due in part to the disThe failure, in recent

years, of the profeSSional stage as a popular institution

--------------------------------------------------------------10.

Allardyce :rUcoll, ftThe Universities and the Drama TT ,
The Mask, April,1925,xi,p.67.
The late"st dramatic bibliography is Blanche M.Balr.er

16.

haS been recognized just as the vitality of the amateur

theatre is accepted for
though the unseeing may cry "the Road is
dead and Broadway dyingll the Theatre is
very much alive. Alive in the highways
of its forty-eight states where theatres
little, community, or local are giving
back to an eager publio a living theatre
that had almost disappeared. ll •
Not a small part of this revivified popular theatre
is the producing of religious plays.
springing up all around us.

Old plays

Passion plays are
are being revived

or copied, new plays are being written, all having as their
motivating theme, the Passion of Our Lord.
ago the only passion play

tr~t

Twenty years

was known outside of a small

locality was the justly famous production of Oberammergau.
Today the plays of Erl, Thiersee, and Fribourg, to mention
a few, are widely known.

Scholars have enthusiastically

talcen the texts for analysis.

The results they have pub-

lished, mostly in magazine articles, to the increasing
delight of interested readers.

---------------------------------------------------------------

11.

Dramatic BibliograPh¥,H.W.Wilson & Co., New York, 1933.
Glenn H. Hughes in h~s The Story of the Theatre has an
excellent dramatic bibliographY as an appendix.
ffThe American Theatre. In Social and Educational Life lT ,
Theatre Arts Monthll, ~~rch, 1933, xvii, p.235.

17.

other commWlities, envious of their neighbor's popularity in this regard,
forgotten.

p~ve

revived passion plays long since

Fortunately, the texts were treasured in the

libraries of the town councils, the monasteries, and the
universities.

Stieldorf, Vaal, Erl, in Europe, and Santa Fe,

and Union City in the United States are the outstanding leaders in this revival of old passion plays.
Organization and leadership have not been wanting.
In the United States one of the most potent factors in bringing about the revival of religious drama is the Catholic
Dramatic Movement with headquarters in

~ulwaukee,

Wisconsin.

The purpose of this well-established
Movement is to provide and to support
clean and wholesome productions in
order to make the Catholic stage again
what it was and what it should be, a
place of decent entertainment, an
educational institution, a part of
the great program of Catholic Action,
the handmaid of religion. 12
As a means to this end the sponsors of the Movement
have undertaken the publication of plays
which are clean in words, actions, and
ideas, interesting and wholesome in
their plot, entertaining and elevating
in their impression upon the audience.
Art not for art's sake only, but submitted to the rules of decency and
Cp~istian principles and so elevated
to higher standards. 13

---------------------------------------------------------------12.

M.Helfen, The Staging of Passion Plays and Lenten Dramas,
Catholic Dramatic Publishers, Milwaukee,1932 Pre!. .i.

to higher standards.

18.

13

Three other commendable activities of the Movement are
the publications of books on practical stage work, the Bureau
of Information which gives to members of the Guild advice
on any branch of dramatics, and finally, the organization of
catholic stages in the Catholic Dramatic Guild.

Already

thousands of amateur draratic clubs, Catholic and public
libraries, and individuals have joined the Guild.
The Movement has carried on successfully for a number
of years.

At first the difficulties were almost insurmount-

able on account of the odium clinging to the professional
stage and to actors and

ac~resses.

Yet the Movement has

persevered and now sounds a hopeful note when the sponsors
state that this attitude has now been changed and that
religious plays and "passion plays are becoming more popular
14

every yearn.
~he

Catholics are not alone in sponsoring the revival.

On the contrary, the interest in the amateur theatre is being
awakened by the most authoritative group of people who are
ecognized as of the most importance in the art.

This group

---------------------------------------------------------------3.- Ibid.,p.i.
4. Another important organization that is aiding greatly
on the revival of the religious drama is the Catholic Actors
Uild. It was begun some years ago in New York where it still
as head~uarters. Since its inception it has become nationide and includes members of the moving picture colonies in
alifornia.

--

19.

was organized in 1932 and is lcnown as the National Theatre
conference.

It was, and still is, under the leadership of

George Pierce Baker; the vice-presidents are Gilmor Brown
of Pasadena and Edward C.

1~bie

of the Theatre Arts Monthly

of Iowa, and Edith J. Isaacs,

W~azine,

is the secretary and

treasurer.
In the summer of 1933 this Conference addressed a
questionaire to over four thousand individuals.
pertained to the state of the

The questions

theatre in the country at

large, the needs, opportunities, and future of the popular
American theatre.

The results of the questionaire were pub-

lished in a brochure The American Theatre in Social and Educational_~ife

which presents "a series of interesting and

provocative ideas backed by facts and figures and illuminated
a mass of modern instances which are always informative
15
and often highly entertaining."

by

The beginning of this report is for us a favorable
indication of the Stitude of competent critics anent the
present situation of the Broadway theatre.

Quite definitely

it is stated that rtthere was nothing in the history of

~he

--------------------------------------------------------------~5.
ftThe American Theatre in Social and Educational Life",
~heatre Arts :Monthly 1lIagazine, ~Ma.rch, 1933, xvii. p.235.

20.

tl:.eatre, nothing essential to theatre practice, whicl: would
m.al::e the form of the Eroadway theatre, familiar to this gen-

16
eration, a desirable :permanent form of the Ar:terican Theatre Tf •
Since this is a repudiation of Broadway, our national theatre
in its revival will at least be something different than the
productions of the Great White Way.

It is not being too

hopeful to assert that when the national American drama does
definitely evolve it will contain elements favorable to religion, and at least one phase of this national theatre will
be passion plays.
The amateur drama of community, university, college,
high school, and parish was given fresh impetus by this
report of the Conference.

These amateurs were made to

realize that they were ta}cing a very important part in the
revival of drama.

The report states, in this regard, that

to foster the growth of a native drama
and to develope a sound national theatre,
the best policy was to stimulate dramatic
enterprises in the various regions of
the country-differing as they do in race,
climate, history, and habit--to encourage
them to develope their own theatres, their
own playrigl:ts, actors, and other theatre
artists, in the belief that all these
tributory sources would, eventually,
serve to feed and strengthen the main
stream of the professional theatre. l ?

16.
I?

Ibid.,p.236.
Ibid.,p.236.

21.

This was the final stamp of approval which the amateur
theatre needed, the approval of authority.

The revival is

started quite definitely, it needs only encouragement and
then the history of the art is likely to be repeated in the
ascension to perfection.
It seems quite evident from the preceding pages then,
that a revival of religious drama is with us.

True, it has

not yet fully developed but it is clear that, if present
trends continue there can be no doubt that the next twentyfive years should see a flowering of religious drama that
\~ill

the

ec:ual many of the best periods of religious drama of
~)ast.

Further, because of the aVlakened interest in

passion :plays, bec:.use of the enthusiastic audiences ':!ho
attend thern every year, because of the literary merit of
at least some of them, the passion play has been the foreunner of this revival.
In the following pages there are set down specific
instances of this interest in passion plays.

After a general

isnussion of traditional passion plays thxoughout the world
"lith brief ment ion, in passing, of certain of the best known
nd most important of them, a few of the plays are treated
°ndividually.

The treatment consists of a general descrip-

ion of the play and its history.
criticism of the play, its plot,
nd literary values.

This is followed by a
c~Aracterization,

text,

22.

After treating traditonal plays then modern revivals of
old texts are considered in the same way, i.e. a general
outline, then specific examples.
The t:b.ird part of tee thesis takes innovations.
thiS is to be

unde~stoo~

Aew

an~t

comparatively new passion

plays, their texts and their production.
divided the plays geographically.
ment of the European plays.

By

Also,

'lIe

have

First, there is a treat-

Then, crossip..g the water, we

talce up a discussion of those in the 'Uni ted states.
We have catalogued each play into one of three classes,
viZ., scriptural, historical, or symbolical or allegorical.
By Ttscriptural" is to be understood that a certain play uses
only the passion of

Cp~ist

for the plot, for characters it

has only those of the Testament.

By Tthistorical Tf we mean

a play whose plot while dealing with the passion of

Cp~ist

as a motivating theme also uses other means as, the Romans
at the time, or the situation of the Hebrew people.

In an

historical passion play, even though the characters may be
fictitious they are placed in historical settings.
there is the ftsymbolical Tl passion play.

Finally,

This is the type

of passion play in 'which the characters represent other
things, as virtues or vices.

Another TTsymbolical Tt method

is the portrayal of the passion of Christ in allegorical
form, as in Father Lord's Fantasy of the Passion in which

2~.

the scenes are modern and the incidents in the passion do
not at all appear on the stage.
This chapter then has shown that the present revival
in religious drama and the popular stage is not

somet~~ng

that has never occurred in the previous history of the drama.
Furthermore, we see that history is repeating itself and the
process of rejuvenation of the drama

t~~ough

an amateur

revival is taking place in our day and passion plays were
the prime movers of this revival.

The following pages will

endeavor to explain how the passion plays took such an important part in the modern amateur theatre by a description,
history and criticism of them.
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And yet, . the literary research worker can find in these crude
attempts at drama much that will be of assistance in understanding the hisIDry of the art.

These plays

p~ve

been passed

down from generation to generation, holding much of their
original content and plot and from them we learn that
The 1liracle Play was the training school
of the Bomantic drama. In England during
the slow lapse of some five centuries, the
miracle with its tremendous theme and
religious passion, was preparing the day
of the Elizabetp~n stage; for despite
all crudities, prolixities and absurdities
of detail, these English Mystery and Miracle
Cycles are nobly dramatic both in range and
spirit. In verbal expression they are almost
invariably weak and bold, but on the mediaeval
scaffold stage the actor counted for more tb~n
the authors and the religious faith and feeling of the audience filled in the homely lines
with an unwritten poetry.18
Vfuile this citation refers to English drama, it is
lilcewise true of the continental stage.

This, their histor-

ical value, is one of the reasons for the revival of interest
."

in tbese traditional religious dramas.

The texts were often

too verbose, frequently covering pages of mere cant and offsetting the effect desired by a frequent reference to the
moral lesson contained in the text, or exemplified by the
actors.

In spite of their many shortcomings they are popular.

In order to understand how they

be~ame

so well patronized,

we must recall that the reign of prosperity throughout the
vlOrld during the first quarter of the. twentieth century brought

---------------------------------------------------------------

18.

Bates, op.cit.p.67.
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about a great surge in travelling.

People with more time for

leisure began to look for interesting things; time and distance
~re

be

no obstacles.

As a result, the passion plays began to

more and more heard of, and sought out.

Due to its long

duration and a well planned advertising campaign, the Passion
:Play of Oberammergau became the most celebrated.
ed interest in others.

This awaken-

The World War put a stop to this ris-

ing enthusiasm for a time, but the wave of superabundance of
material thines in the conoueror nations again brought passion
plays to tr.e fore.

Although the production of Oberammergau is

the most famous of passion plays, there are many others in
Europe hidden away in remote valleys, or, like Salzburg, on
19

the road of tourists.
Passing from a general to a particular consideration
of these traditional European passion plays one is inclined,
not without reason, to treat first, those folk plays of the
Austrian Tyrol-and southern Germany.

It is these

tp~t

in

the last fifty years have caught the attention of the world.
As a consequence of their popularity the study of other passion
plays has been tween up both in Europe and in America.
Throughout Europe, but especially in the Catholic territory of Tyrol and the Catholic province pf Bavaria, are found

---------------------------------------------------------------

In Salzburg there is no passion play produced, but every
summer there. is held a drama festival during which the plays
are enacted on the bVDad povtico and steps of the cathedral.
The 1mlvern movement in England is a more recent innovation somewhat on the style of the Salzburg Festival Plays, but

19.
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numerous Passion Plays, some of them as old, or older than
that of Oberammergau.

Among these little known centers of

theatrical activity is the

r~mlet

in the Tyrolese called Erl.

It is a sleepy village which for years reposes in somnolent
peacefulness except for the occasional village celebrations.
It really comes to life during the Spring, Summer, and
Autumn every ten years when the Passion Play is produced.
No record remains to tell how old the village or its Passion
Play is but,
the village of Erl can look back
upon an old tradition in its Passion
Play. There is record of a performance
at Easter in 1630, when the village
was largely populated by blacksmiths
and river boat hands. It had long
had a stage on a tbreshing floor, and
was known as a goal for pilgrims even
. when trade no longer supported its
people and new roads of traffic took
the place of the rivers, and forsook
this peasant· village. In 1792 the
theatre was destroyed bv fire, and
again in 1809 the little church and
the temporary stage were destroyed.
TT'rhe Church needs money, YJe must act
again,TT Baid the people •. So in 1859
a new barn shaped theatre was built,
and the Passion Play was resumed.
It is given every ten years and draws
thousands of pilgrims. In 1902 there
were fourteen thousand, in 1912, 50,000
and in 1922, 70,000 visitors. 20

-------------------------------------------------------------as yet, has not been especially attracted to reli6ious drama.
ThiS, and the Salzburg Festival are evidences of the vitality
of the modern aL~teur theatre in other than religious fields.
20. Caroline Fredrick, ttFolk and Passion Playsll,
Theatre Arts.:M:onthl
June 1931, xvii. p.5l4.
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During the writer's so journ in E.urope :8rl did not
produce the Passion Play.
~isited

During the Summer of 1928 we

the tovm and found it typical of Austrian villages.

The description of Thiersee which follows could, in its general outlines, be applied to Erl.

From what we could gather

the Passi on Play of :SrI is a o.uiet, rust ic affair depending
more upon the sincerity of tl:..e actors and the good will of
the audience for its success tl:..an upon any lit erary merit
in the text itself, except perhaps its medieval

p~~aseology.

Nor is the histrionic ability of the actors to be especially
noted but,

Y/~..at

they lac}: in art a..'1d finesse, they endeavor

to cover with an earnestness and Sincerity

t~~t

well becomes

the characters they portray.
It is of the purely scriptural type of passion play.
Practically nothing is included in dialogue or characterization which is not either explicitly or implicitly contained
in the combined account of the four evangelists in the New
Testament of the Passion of Christ.
The Passion Play of Thiersee is very similar to that
of Erl.

It is based on Scripture, its plot is confined to

the historical events, its characters are t'hose of the New
Testament.

We witnessed this production in the Spring of

1930.

About lOoT clocle on a Sunday morning we arrived in
Thiersee in time to hear the reverberations of a small cannon •
•
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This was the signal for a general slow movement of

t~e

crowd

touard the entrance of -the barn-like structure, which we had
identified.by the painting on the front as llThiersee Passionspiel Theater. II
fl~other

by far more capable pen than ours can briefly

relate the history of

tr~s

passion play.

Caroline Frederick

has translated from the German an interesting article flFolk
and Passion PlaysrJ, from the magazine Tyrolia, "vhich appeared
in the June,

19~1

number of the Theatre Arts

J'~onthly.

There

she says:
Next to Erl, both in c}1.aracter and
is Thiersee, lying in lovely
seclusion not far from Kufstein. IThen
the Passion Play was prohibited in
Bavaria, the people of Oberaudorf lent
their texts and stage settings to
Thiersee, secllring payment s in measures
of grain. Performances }1.ave been given
there since 1801, and a play house
was built in 1885, high above the
lal;:e. Showing the progress of the
plays2~ new playhouse was erected in
1927.
age~

This may seem quite ancient yet other villages in the
same part of the world can point with pride to much older
performances than that of Thiersee. Botzen, which periOdically,
at the whim of the god of War, changes its nationality, alternating between allegiance to Italy and Austria, was, in the
Middle Ages, known for its picturesque and elaborate pageants.

--------------------------------------------------------------21.

lbid.p.514.
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Definite records describe these pageants as early as 1341.
In the records of the city council around 1470 are raentioned
Corpus C:r...risti plays which are referred to as TTcommunity
plays" denoting that they were performed not by any professional company but by the members of the commonwealth.

These

pageants were often Cycles, or Mysteries and as such contained
a dramatic presentation of the Passion of Christ.
In 1514 tr.is passion Tllay of Botzen had a se)arate
entity apart from the pageants, or mysteries.
ness and splendour increased, not

necessaril~;

Its pretentioust

0

its advantage

as art, until it was prolonged to last a whole week.

Nothing

as omitted from the accounts of the Pour Evangelists and
many syepolical characters were introduced w'ltil TTthe introduct ion alone r..ad 110 spealcing roles. IT
Not far from Eotzen is the village of Brixlegg, where
in 1868 was performed a passion play which attained much publicity and was the immediate occaSion for the study of passion
plays by competent scholars.

The Romantic

~ovement

was at

the crest of the wave and such things as passion plays performed in out-of-the-way places by simple folk were found to
appeal to Romanticism.

After careful research and many years

of discussion it was finally agreed tr...at TTThe Miracle Play
22
was the training school of the RomantiC ®rama.

---------------------------------------------------------------22.

Bates, op.cit. p.67.
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Had the Passion Plays become known at any other time except
during the Romantic Movement they may have remained unknown
but fortunately it was
Through the influence of the Romantic
movement, and the delieht in mediaeval
institutions, brought to the educated
by scholarly research, the old foll~
plays of Tyrol have again found favour.
The rise of Oberamnergau, more imitated than was wholesome, has also had
its effects good ~~d bad. For several
decades a taste in poetry and stage
craft was cultivated, not altogether
in lceeping with the simplicity and
native candor of the Tyrolese Passion
Players. 23
The traditional passion plays mentioned so far are
all restricted to a comparatively s;nall section of Europe.
strar~ely

enough passion plays are usually more successful

in m01Lntainous districts.

'When one considers various con-

d.itions, however, this does not seem so strange.
difficult for the people to visit the cities.

It is

It was, and

in many places still is, an arduous journey to the outside
Vlorld so that it was very seldom

tha'~

the foD: of the moun-

t2in enclosed villages 12.ad an opportunity to travel.

In

Winter snow made the roads impassable, besides the ever
present danger of avalanches.

In the Fall and Spring the

melting snows gushing down the mountains make the paths
mires and treacherously slippery the roads.

Only for a

COuple of months in the heat of the summer vms the way to

--------------------------------------------------------------23.

Frederick, op.cit.,p.5l3.
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the outside world open.
As a result of these obstacles to transportation the
villagers were thrown upon their own resources for amusements and social gatherings.

The theatre, as represented

by the art of mimicry, being so much a part of man it was

natural that the drama should develope among these folk.
Their social life was so bound up with religion and so
little time was left to them during the short summer that
they must combine religious festivals with social gatherings.

Every social gatb.ering is characterized by some form

of dramatic art and it was true in this case.

Drama was as

necessary for them as it is for the man of the city.
T12.e subject matter of this folIc drama was bound to
be deternined by the

cP~racter

were alwayS religous festivals.

of their gatherings which
Their close association

in their daily lives with nature, their almost daily witnessing of the elements unleashed in a destructive mood was bound
to cause them to seek protection and divine aid.
to make them even more intensely religious.

This tended

'What more natural

than that they should develope passion plays.
For centuries then, these simple folk fow1d their one
source of enjoyment in producing passion plays.

This satis-

fied their inherent dramatic instinct while at the same time
it served as a prayer.
So it is that living conditions would, in part at least,

33.

ezplain why passion plays developed mostly in mountainous
egions as "the Dolomites and the Tyrolese Alps.
istricts are not alone in their love of
rama.

t~~s

Yet "these

form of the

On the contrary, no less an authori-ty than Sheldon

heney tells us that
"Passion Plays are regularly given at
points as far away from the Tyrol as
Selzach, in SWitzerland, and HBeritz,
now in Czechoslovakia. I have found
no list of the Tyrol plays that tends
to completeness. The best lmown productions of recen~ years, perhaps,
have been those at Brixleg in 1913,
and at Erl in 1912 and 1922-----0f
the villages mentioned, Brixleg, Erl,
Thiersee are all near Kufstein.1'24
This authoritative statement should dispel any doubt
bout the widespread popularity of the European passion play.
ecause of the world wide popularity of Oberammergau one is
°nclined to the opinion that other passion plays are merely
opies of that more famous production.

Nothing could be

arther from the truth than that erroneous presumption.

On

he contrary, each of these plays is firmly rooted in local
raditions and very often manuscripts of a century or more
upply the texts used today.

The players usually are not

oncerned with art but their purpose in the presentation is
lmost wholly devotional, or patriotic.

-------------------------------------------------------------•

Sheldon Cheney, nPeasant Plays in the Tyrol,"
Theatre Arts Monthll, April 1928, xvii, p.267.
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So much for their popularity and history.

As to their

form, various factors tended to shape the pattern of the productions.
a part.

Since they were community projects everyone wanted
The village choir was always given consideration and

tcis caused to be included in the plays the chorus, with the
choir director as the chorus leader, or expositor.

Others,

for various reasons, being unable to carry speaking parts
were included in tableaux and scenes of acted incidents, or
pantomines.

These were often taken from the Old Testament

and had a symbolical meaning refering to the part of the
passion play that followed them.

Sometimes these tableaux

were incongruously depicted with pagan gods, or other mythological characters mixed with those of the revelation.

At

other times these mute characters were included in -the plot
to represent the virtues and vices.

The play then became

a moralistic, or allegorical type of passion play.

They

were truly a popular institution composed by the people of
materials at hand.
The acting was not concerned especially with rules,
Which is true of all really great portrayals.

These rustic

actors did possess the great secret--they lived their parts
not only on the stage but in their daily lives.
perhaps,

t~~

More,

this, they were able to visualize, to become

actually in their own minds while on the boards the characters

35.

they represented.

However, this would not be sufficient to

supply that polish, finesse and finish that distinguishes
the histrionic artist from the amateur and so they remain
will remain an amateur theatre.
TIhat they laclced in technique they endeavored to cover
an Ttabsolute Sincerity, a sort of living truth of feeling, (v!hich) was combined with perfect outward truth of
25

character."
The pattern and the acting ability were not lacking
~t

the building of atmosphere was woefully inadequate.

The

cenes of the passion, the entry into Jerusalem, the Ecce Homo
cene, the crucifixion cannot favorably be enclosed in sets
f cloth and canvas.

The illusion is destroyed.

This can

e realized when one has witnessed ·the play in the completely
nclosed theatre at Thiersee, and on the open stage of OberAgain we ask IT. Sheldon Cheney to sUbstantiate
statement with a quotation from his article already referred
o.

He writes:

In regard to the mise-en-scene,one may
well feel that the Oberammergau players
have been exceedingly wise to hold to
tl:.eir outdoor stabe. There are effects
and incidents that seem too large for
roofed space and artificial lights. If
one were pressed for a chief criticism
of the Thiersee production, it would be
that these peasant-actors have listened
to bad advice about the backgrounds for
their playing. 26
-------------------------------------------------------------5. Cheney, op.cit. p.266.
6. Cheney, op.cit. p.267.
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In spite of this deficiency in their art these passion
plays, because of their history, form, acting, and settings
are worthy progenitors of the revival of the
Furtp~r

ama·~eur

theatre.

details will supply themselves in the later treatment

of the Passion Play of Oberammergau.

For t1:;.e present we can

give only a list of the best knovm of European passion plays.
Unfortunately, as yet little information is available concerning the majority of them.

It can be stated however, that they

all follow the general outline which is natural since they
use the same subject matter for material.
This list includes: Brixlegg (every 10 years);
Inzig (no set interval between); Thiersee (every year);
Erl (every 10 years, last performance in 1932); Hoeritz
and. Selzach (every :5 years); Innsbruck; Waal, Donaueschingen;
::u.llzelsau, Ei bestl:al; Stieldorf (every 5 years, last performance 1 SZ3); Botzen;

;,~eran;

Einsedeln (last performance 1930);

Abbey ']eingarten in Wuertenberg (annually); Calcar in the
Rl':'.ine la.nd (last performance in 1932); Frauenste in near Yliesbaden; Weingarten in 17estphalia (next performance 1935).
In the above list is not included the Passion Play of
Oberammergau which is given as a rule every 10 years.
play stands out by itself.
compared with it.

This

All other passion plays are

Every article on this type of drama sooner

or later refers to it, no matter how remote the passion play
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under discussion may be, as for example in an article on the
yaqui Passion Play of Arizona.

.e
8

Because of its importance

have left the Oberamnlergau Passion Play to be treated in
separate chapter which follows.

CBAPrER THREE

THE

OBER~Urr{ERGAU

PASSION

PIJ~Y

trany thousands of people from allover the world and
of every class of society have witnessed the Passion Play
of Oberammergau.

These have returned to their homes with

the deep impression that the spectacle has made upon them.
They have talked about it to friends and neighbors.
have told how it is purely a community project.

They

Everything

connected with the play to the minu~est detail is taken care
of by amateurs, the people of Oberammergau.

Sooner or later

the 0uestion arises, if those people can do that wb,y canTt we?
And' the reply is usually another amateur production, another
passion play.
It is for tl:.is reason, for its influence in developing
other passion plays that the production of Oberamuergau is
important in the revival of the amateur theatre of today.
Once a passion play has been produced those con.::-:ected' with
it feel the thrill of wall\.ing the boards and the fascination

spurs them on to the production of other plays.

The result

is, - the amateur theatre, the popular theatre.
Its importance therefore merits a separate treatment
of some length.

This treatment is divided into a brief his-

tory of the play, then a brief outline of the c:hanges which
the text has undergone in

tv~ee

hundred years.

This is follow-
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ad by an outline of the play itself, its form, and pattern.
27
Finally an analysis of the text with quotations, is given.
The first

perfo~nanoe

in Oberammergau in'1634.
made in the previous year.

or

Passion Play took place

~uc

It was the fulfillment of a vow
This is the first performance of

the play of which there is any record.

Despite the absence

of written testimony, tradition tells us that the play is
much older.

This is quite probable since other villages in

the vicinity had been producing passion plays since the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.

Of the Oberammergau piece

the oldest extant text dates to 1662 and has the note lTNewly
28
edited and described in tJ::e year of the Lord 1662 fT •
This text is

l~nown

as the Wild text and was used until 1740.

The play was enacted in the churchyard.

This custom

continued for two centuries al thougl:.. the form of the stage,
and tl:_e text also, had passed

tr~ough

various changes during

that time.

In 1830 the Curate Aloy's Plutz would not allow

the play t 0

ta~~e

place i1::"

tl:~e

cust omary setting.

it turned out, was fortunate for the play.
more spacious quarters were fOtUld.

This, as

Now, new and

The old site of presenta-

----------------------------------------------------------------

27. For most of the information concerning the history of the
play we are indebted to a book entitled Oberammergau and its
Rassion Play by Hermine Diemer.
28. Hermine Diemer, Oberammergau and Its Passion Pla~, A review
of the history o~ Oberanh~ergau and its Plassion Play rom its
origin to the present time. Contains a description of the countr and the customs and habits
with illustrations.
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tion had been narrow and so had cramped the style of the play.
From this time on the play showed a steady increase in popularity.
The organization of the play is likewise leept as a
community affair.

Everything of importance connected with

the production is decided by the town council, who are elected
by the villagers.

At times a question

0

f such import will

arise that the matter is put before the people to be decided
by ballot.
So

muc~

TrUly it is a

corr~unity

and an amateur production.

so that even the cast of characters is decided upon

by the council.
Since 1850 the people of Oberamr,lergau have had a comparatively easy time in preparing and presenting the play.
Previous to that it was a continual struggle.

The necessary

funds l:ad to be raised by taxation and by voluntary contributions.

More than once the production meant the banlcruptcy

of the town treasury.
Only twice in three hundred years have the people failed
to produce the play at the apPOinted time of every decade.
The first occasion was in 1870 when, on

acco~~t

ic 1'Jars, there were not sufficient men

in the village to enact

the roles.

of the Napoleon-

The second failure was in the year 1920 when men

ere lacking due to the ravages of the World War.

But, even

on this occasion the vow was fulfilled although the fulfillment
came two years later in 1922.

41.
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This is a brief outline of the history of the play.
The text of the play
phases.
~e

~~s

passed through various interesting

It has been altered with the changing times so that

may see Classicism, the Renaissance, Romanticism and

Realism reflected in the words.
Originally the text VIas taJ.;:en from a mediaeval manuscript
v~itten

two centuries before the first performance of the play

in Oberam..rnergau.

Hermine Diemer, in her boole previously re-

ferred to, presupposes this when she writes, upholding the
theory that the Passion Play itself is older than 1634;
If the Ammergauers had not had a passion
play before 1634, it is not to be supposed
that they would have adopted a text that
had been written nearly two centuries before,
a text tr~t needs must ~~ve been obsolete in
both language and conception. 30
This first text was revised in 1750 and the new edition
31
was used in that and the following decade.
Father Rosner,
a Benedictine, was the reviser and he used as a model the
32
Jesuit drama of the time.
He also changed the form from
mediaeval rhyme to Alexandrines.

---------------------------------------------------------------

29. J. nton Lang,Reminiscences, Carl Aug.Seyfried & CO.,l/Iunich,
1930, contains 2.'a:eTailea: account of the origin and history of

t~e Passion Play.
30. Diemer, op.cit., p.32.
31. The origina-r--fext was taken from an older one Imown as the
St.Ulric and Afra Text. This was written in mediaeval rhyme. It
has been edited by Dr.August Hartmann, and was entitled origin~lly, Passio pomini in Li~~ Vulgari.
~G·
This Jesuit drama was replete with moralistic bombast cont~ining long monologues. The plays were much involved as was the

Father Rosner's text proved too

both for the

confusil~

simple folk of Oberammergau and for the audiences.

As a result

it was simplified in 1780 by Father lragurs ICnipfelberger.

It

waS not however because of the literary values that the text

was

c~"_anged

t~e

play would be better fulfilled with a more simplified

version.
I'{SO text,

but because tl'e people felt tr_ut the

Tl~is

pur)ose is stated in

tl~e

pur~;ose

of

"!iitle page of the

IIzur Betrachtu..ng vorgestellt".

33

In spite of the disregard for the literctry values the
Dew text reflects the influence of the literary movements of
those times.

Realism was becoming stronger

~nd

was the

rival of Romanticism.

The former is evident from

the text for a

change toward Realism can be seen in

r~dical

the form, atmosphere, and

di~logue.

Cl.

study of

Still, the symbolical

figures were allowed to remain but theS were held in the bac1:ground and were much depleted in numbers.

But Realism would

not concede this much and in 1810 Father ottmar ',7eiss in his
revision did away with the symbolical

cJ~racters

retaining only the llprologus lf and the chorus.

entirely

A few of the

dihlo{~ue -tbe intent ion be ing to malce of tl:'.e drar:-;a a. majest ic
and totally serious affair. Allegoric figures were present to
superfluity. Death, Sin, Envy, and a whole host of cl:'.Gl.racters
cluttered up tl>e stage almost continually thereby confusing
tl'.8 nain plot.
:"usic ViaS introduced and the whole became sirEilar to an Italian opera, reflecting the influence of Italian
e1assicisLl. See E.::~. Char:lbers, The Mediaeval stage, Clarendon
Press, Oxford,1905, vol.i, for discussion 'of Jesuit metl:.ods in

drdfn.....

33. From a facsimile of the text Das Passions];jiel, gedrucld bei
JOhann Bernhcird Stadlberger, Augsburg, 1780.
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tablea.ux reE;ained but were entirely separated froD .the plot
itself.

!ulOther very import ant cl:..ange in the revision

>;'18.S

tte VIT itin6 of the play in prose.
3ven this text was not to endure in its original form.
In 1845

b.

new curate was

....,.Li.Uv
b
,
D2.1. s",·,,'h"'rC'er

use today.

~=poil1ted

to OberaIllmergau, ..:\.lois

and it is his remodeled play tl:at remains in

Tl-;.is 18.st rel10vat ion was slight, and, as 1".e said,

he did "not alter anything in

idea of t }-;,e text: 1 but con-

fined 1,,-i1',1.self to shortening a few passaz::.-es, eliminciting
obsolete Vlords and iL'.proving the verses of t1'2.e hymns.

!THis
34

revised text

1:'8S

proved to be the best one until tl;.is day. fl

containing eVidence, as it does, of various movements in
literature for the past three hundred years and more this text
is of interest to the student of literature.

In spite of the

many favorable improvements, in spite of its historical interest it has not met with the approval of some critics as witness
an

~rticle

in

~

in the Literary Digest for August 16, 1930.

Thus,

sillillning up of various opinions we read:
As for the text, Germania's critic maintains
that it seems to need a fundamental baing
over:
nIt seems to h...:o.ve been put toget:ter by
degrees in various past generations. rr35

---------------------------------------------------------------

34.
35.

Diemer, op.cit.,p.64.
llGermani-Schocl\:ed at Oberammergau TT , :Gi terary Digest
J\.ugust 16, 1930.
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By tl~is staterr.ent the critic, c'uoted in the article
betr~Ys

his incomg e tency to criticize the play.

l'eseClrcl~

A little

".7ori;::. would have assured him that it has been put

tOget~"er,

Dr revised at various times.

T:r.e saLle critic

continues:
!THow it lacl::s all u.ni t y of effect. It
either lacks power as pathos, or it is
too sicl:ly sweet. Recitations in singsong are tolerable only iul:..en they accompany
purely musical effects, as in Bach. Singsong recitation is \..U1end\..U'able when the
text, as at Cberamm3re~u, tpc;;vesties a
loftily inspired orieincil.lt30
These Vlords refer to the hymns o,nd poems chanted by
the Chorus.

The critic then . . . ttac~;:s the text proper with

these words:
flBut tr.is wretched doggerel lyric is
scarcely worse than the text of the scene
(left over, obviously, from a previous
century) in whicl:.. tb.e soldiers, beneath
the cross (vlhich has just been r2.ised)
talk in this style:
tTFaust: A sign witr.. an inscription
hung atop of the cross? Hal
th.is is doing quite royally.
Captain: Lay hold here and raise the
cross higher. But don't let
It would seera, l"'.ovJever t b.clt only tl:.e German critics
diSa;J:?rove.

Tb.e same article in tl:e .IJiter.ary Digest '''uotes

tr_e critic of the r,iverpool.post,vera Chapell, as follows:
HThese Bavarian peasants have tr..e artistry
that s;Jrint.,s from cincient tradition, from dlong desired ideal realized ~t last, an
----------~~t1§~r~_~1Y~r~~~_frQ~_1t~_~§1~~-1~~~r_Q~

36.
7.

Ibid., p. 263
Ibid. p.263.

___ _________ _
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carving, of pottery, of bookbinding. of
Inn-keeping, of typewriting, into a highly
expressive channel. It is t}1is spirit,
alone which makes the play Possible.t1 38
This is tal:.ing a more charitable view of the matter for
the play does not pretend to be a notable piece of literature.
True, it
but it

cont~ins

many discrepancies, many irregularities,

never intended to be anything else than

WdS

~

popular

piece that could be readily understood by its audiences who
for the most part are not concerned VJith its literary values.
Yost critics, while pointing out its failings in dramatio
values, at the same time, praise it for its robust naturalness.
Rather drastic criticism has also been aimed at some of
ti'.e mecl':.anics employed in the product i::m.

The use of rubber

clubs in 1Jreaking the bones of the robbers; the use of the
hollow tipped spear which causes TTblood Tl to issue from tb.e
side of the C}1...ristus; the collapse of the pasteboard <:ind
wood

If

sepulchre fl, these are a few of the more commonly noted

mechanical defects.
However, the atmosphere that has been built around these
faults is such that the illusion produced is very effective.
These crude mechanical devices were intended, and <:ire still
intended to assist a rude, 1L.'1imaginative audience of .peasants
Who are still in the majority bot the presentations, in sl)ite
of tb.e continually increasing nWLlber of foreigners e.fl1ong
tr'3 s)ect6.tors.

Crude tho1J6h these devices may be they cer-

--------------------------------------------------------------8'.. Itl" d
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tainly are of invaluarjle assistance in helping tre audiences
to better understand., enjoy, and take home

';1

it 1:. tl:en the

Passion PlciY·
To expect that all criticism of the Play would be
entirely favorable vrould be beyond reason.

It is neither

expected nor desired and endless pages might be Written on
Dotl: sides, fEi.vorable and unfavorable, .s.bout the Passion
Pli:!.Y of Oberar.:ul1ergau.

For the present then, we sl:all let

the r:li:!.tter rest.
':7i t1: t1:is interesti:lg 1:.ist ory of the play a.nd the text
in mind vre ca.n better apprecii:!.te the third part of this chCipter
This is & brief description of the parts of the presentation
witr ,:uotations illustrating r1l::t.ny of the paints mentioned in
t}:-~e

:Jreceeding pages.

rei:. . dily 'he seen

t}~at

From wl:Ci.t has been said so far it can
this is truly un arlciteur production and

Vlort}:.Y of beine considered one of tl'.e most important causes
of t >e revival of t1:'.e amateur tl:e.;...tre today.
~s

regards the form of the play, it is divided into

three Parts.

Each part consists of c1:.oruses, Jiiableaux, and

scenes, or tfpresentationsll,

o.S

the official text terms then.

There are twenty-four tableaux.
The first part of the play opens',''Wibh an ~intrOductiQn
by t1:..e choir:
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V!irf ZUJll r..eiligen Staunen dich nieder.
Von Gottes Fluch gebeugtes Geschlechtt
Friede dirt Aus Sion Gnade wiedert
!Ticht ewig ztirnet Er.
Der Beleidigte. - Ist sein Zftrnen gleich
gerecht.
ICh will - so spricl:.t der Herr Den Tod des Stlnders nicht, - vergeben
YTill ich ihrn - er solI leben,
VersBhnen wird - selbst meines Sor~es
Blut, vers8r~en:
7reis ~~betung - Freudentrfinen,
Ew'ger Dirt 39
This is verse in alternute rhyming couplets.
tetbleau is presented:

The first

Die Vertreibung aus dem"'?aradiese.

The c>orus describes the scene in

rr~ming

cou)lets:

Die IIenshei t ist verbb.nnt aus Edens ltu' n,
Von Stlnd'umnachtet und von Todes Grau'n.
The chorus continues, sounding u note of hope in the expectation of

Ci

Saviour and His Victory over Death.

The tableau closes and a poem of welcome is spoken by
the Prologus, or Chorus Leader.

This is followed by the

second tableau, or lebendes Bild; Verehrung des
It is

accomp~nied

Y~euzes.

by a supplicatory prayer sung by tne

Chorus:
Ewtger li8re Deiner Kinder Starr~elnt
Weil ein Kind ju nichts als stammeln leann.

---------------------------------------------------------------

39.

All Quotations of the text are taken from Das PassionsSpiel in Oberammergau, verfast von J.A.Daisenoerger,
Offiziel1er Gesam~Text. Jos.C.Hubers Verlag,
Diessen vor I~finchen, 1930.
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The first

,~art

or

!'\.~~Geilung

It is ent i tIed:
ZlU'

of the )8.ssion pla.y pl"oper

vorn Einzuge Christ i in Jerusalen:

Gefangennehlm.:mg ill1

Olivetengu.rte~.

T1:.e cl';.orus sirlbs the TTHosanna TT song of t1:.e Hebrew
children.

Toward the end of the song the cries are taken up

by the crowd and the Chxistus enters as the chorus ;arts to

left and right revealing the scene on the stage.
This is the first scene in the first act.

The act is

in four scenes and depicts the entry into Jerusalem, the
driving of the money changers from the temple, and the return
to Bethany in two scenes.
The form of each act is as follows:
enters slowly.

first the Chorus

Then the Prologus, or Leader speair.s a poem.

A tableau depicting a scene from the Old Testament follows
and is described in its symbolical and allegorical meaning
with a song rendered by the Chorus.

The Chorus retires and

the scenes follow one another without interruption.
The scenes follow the order of the account of the
Passion of Christ as related in the Four Gospels.
is omitted, and practically nothing is included
not in the sacred text.
Jesus from His

l~other

Nothing

wp~ch

is

Beginning with the leave ta]cing of

at Bethany, the play follows Him through-

out His Agony and continues up to the Resurrection.
logue of the Ascension into Heaven ends the play.

An epi-
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The few excerpts that follow will give an idea of the
ntensity of the language v!rapped in its simplicity.

We must

emember that the play is written for country people.

While

he words here separated from the entire text may seem cold
nd

even inane, one must remember that spoken in the proper

tmosphere they are productive of the desired results, the
and moving of the emotions.
Wo ist er hin? Wo ist er hin,
Der SchBnste aIle SchBnen?
Mein Auge weinet, achl urn ihn,
Der Liebe heisse Tr!nen.
Ach, komme docht ach, lcomme docht
Sieh diese Tr~nen fliessen;
Geliebtert wie, du zBgerest noch,
Dich an mein Herz zu schliessen?
fuenever possible the dialogue is

ta}~en

directly from the

ccounts of the four Evangelists in the New Testament.

When

ot confined to Scripture the diction is sometimes flowery to
xcess, bombast, redundancy are not lacking.

There are no

engthy speeches, which is an advantage for this allows the
ialogue and action to flow along smoothly.

There is no

ttempt to pOint a moral, or preach a sermon, the story is
imply depicted.
The following scene of the farewell between the Christus
the Virgin Mother is typical of the diction.

It is the

ifth scene in the third act of the first part of the play:
l.faria.

Jesust Liebster Sohnl N~t Sehnsucht eilte ich dir nach mit meinen
Freundinnen, urn dich noch einmal
zu sehen, ehe du hingehst, acht -

Christus.

. J.lutter. Jetzt ist die Zeit gelwmmen,
da ich nach dem Willen meines
vaters selbst mich oufern soll.
Ich bin bereit, das Opfer zu vollbringen, das der vater von mir
fordert.
Acht
Ich ahne es, was dies ffir ein
Haria.
Opfer sein wird.
o liebste Muttert \Vie sehr wfulschten
llagdalena.
wir, den besten Meister bei uns
Zurilckzube halt en.
Aber sein Entschluss ist gefosst.
Simon.
Heine
Stunde ist gekommen.
Christtls.
AIle Jfulger. So bitte den Vater, dass er
diese Stunde vorftbergehen
lasse.
AIle Frauen. Der Vater wird dich erhBren,
wie immer.
Christus.
Meine Seele ist jetzt betrfiht,
und was solI ich sagen: Vaterl
rette mich von dieser Stunde?
Doch dieser Stunde wegen bin
ich ja in die Welt gekommen.
Waria.
0 Simeonl Simeont ehrwfirdiger
Greisl Jetzt wird sich erfilllen,
was du mir einst geweissagt hast:
Ein Schwert wird deine See Ie
durchdringenl
Christus.
Mutterl Der Wille des vaters
war dir stets heilig.
1faria.
Er ist mir's. Ich bin Magd des
Herrn. Was Er mir auferlegt,
will ich still duldend tragen.
Aber nur urn eines, mein Sohn,
urn eines bitte ich dich.
Christus.
Was begehrst du, meine Mutter?
lmria.
Dass ich mit dir in den heissen
Kampf der Leiden, ja mit dir in
den Todgehen dftrfel
Johannes.
Welche Liebel
Cr~istus.
Du wirst, liebe Mutter, mit mir
leiden, wirst meinen Todeskampf
mitk~mpfen,dann aber auch meinen
Siegmitfeiern. Darum trBste dich\
lIaria.
0 Gott, gib mir Sttirlce, dass mein
Herz nicht brechel
AIle Frauen. Ach, beste Muttert
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1mria.

So gehe ich denn, liebster Sohn,
mit dir nach Jerusalem.
AIle Frauen.Beste Muttert Wir gehen mit dire
Christus.
I~~ mBget spater dahingehenj
fftr jetzt bleibet bei unsern
Freunden Zu Bethanial Ich empfehle
euch, ihr treue Seelen, meine liebe
Mutter nabst denen, die sie hieher
begleitet haben.
Simon.
0 so l!ssest du uns das sftsseste
Pfand deiner Liebe.
1mgdalena. Nach dir ist uns nichts teurer,
als deine Mutter.
Lazarus.
Wenn nux auch du, bester Meister,
hier verbleiben k6nntestt
Christus.
TrBstet auch untereinandert Nach
zwei Tagenaber mBget ihr
gemeinsamden Weg nach Jerusalem
ant rent en, urn auf den grossen
Festtag dort zu seine
Maria.
Viie du willst, mein Sohn.
Christus.
Mutter! Mutter! FUr die
zartliche Liebe und mutterliche
Sorgfalt, die due mir in den
dreiunddreissig Jahren meines
Leben erwiesen hast, emfange
den heissen Dank deines Sohnes!
Dar vater ruft mich. Lebe wohl,
beste Muttert
Haria.
li!ein Sohn. Wo werde ich dich
wieder sehen?
Christus.
Dort liebe Mutter, wo sich das
Wort der Schrift erfullt: Er ward
wie ein Lamm, das zur Schlachtbank
geffthrt wird und seinen Hund nicht
6ffnet.
l~ria.
Ach Gottt - Jesus mein SO~Jll - deine
Muttert
This passage, and in fact, any of the text translated
into English loses much of its native force and charm.
connotation of the words is frequently disappointing.

The
Ue

have nothing, for example, to signify the familiarity and
intimacy of "dun, in contradistinction to "sie ft •

:Many ex-

52.
J

pressions in the native tongue lose their meaning and beauty
when translated to another language.
The Judas scene contains the longest monologue in the
play.

The force, pathos and passion expressed so powerfully

in the words are worthy of the best writers.

It is a dramatic

piece that stands out as a most effective bit of writing.
The despair ridden and conscience stricken Judas, after the
betrayal, occupies the staGe alone, during the entire scene
and dramatically renders the following monologue.
Wo gehe ich hin, die Sohande zu verbergen, die :::,ualen des Gewissens abzustreifen?
}:ein Waldesdu.n1{el ist verstecl:t gemlg
und lceine Feisenhohle tief genugl
o Erda1 Tue dich auf und verschlinge mich~
lob. lmnn nicht da sein menr. Ach meinen
:Meister, den besten aller !Eenschen, habe
ich verkauft, ihn zur l~sshandlung ausgeliefert,
z~ scr~erzvo11sten Imrtertode.
Ich
abscheulicher Verr!ter1 01 Wo ist ein
1Ienseh, auf dem noeh solehe Blutschuld liegt1
Wie gutig war er immer ge3en michl Wie
freundlieh trostet·e er mieh, wenn manehmal
mir finsterer Unmut auf der Seele lag1
Wie wunderselig FUhlt'ieh mieh, wenn ieh
zu seinen Fussen sass, und Himmelslehre
\'!ie H5nigseim von seinem l:unde flossl 'Vrie liebreich mahnte, v7arnte er mich noeh, als ich
schon tiber sehandlichen Verrat b.inbrtitetel
Der gute Herrl - Und ieh, ich hab' i~JJ so'
vergBlten'. ----- mieb. blind und taub gemaehtl
Du warst der Ring, an dem der Satan mieh
erfasste, in den Abgrund mich zu der Bruder
einem unter die AUGen treten. Ein AusGestossener, tiberall verhasst, verabscheut liberall
von jenen sel bst, die mieh verfID:.rt, als ein
Verr!!ter nun gebrandmarkt, irre einsam ich
Innern.- Aehl Einer ware nochl 0 darfte
ieh sein Antitz nochmal sehu'n'. Ieh vmrde
miel:. anl:lammern I}1..m, dem einzigen Rettung-
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sanker. Doch d.ieser eine .- liegt im Kerker,
ist vielleic~t get5tet schon durch Feindesvrut,
ach neint Durch meine Schuld, durch meine Schuld'.
Ich, ich bin der Verworfene, der zum Kerker,
zum Tode i~~ gebrachtt - 0 weh mir, Auswurf
der l~enschei t t llir ist nicht zu helfen mer..rl
Fftr mich ist keine Hoffnungl Mein Verbrechen es ist zu gross, es ist durch deine Busse me~~
gut zu machent Er ist tot - und ich bin sein
!rBrdert - Unglfickselie;e Stunde, da meine
Mutter mich zur Welt gebrachtt SolI ich noch
langer dieses 1:!arterleben hinschleppen?
Diese (iualen in mir tragen? Vlie ein verpestter die Menschen flieh'n? Gefloh'n, verachtet
sein vor aller Welt? Neint Keinen Schritt
mehr weiterl Nin~er kann ich's ertragent Hier
will ich, p~nge die ungl~ckseligste Fruchtl
Hat Komm, du Scp~ange, urilstriclce michl
Ervlurge den Verratert
Such, then, is the far-famed and justly renowned
Passion Play of Oberammergau.

In spite of many faults .:"n

values, dramatic and literary, it remains a monrulent to its
authors, revisers, and producers of the last three hW1dred
years.

Its popularity and the many passion plays modeled

after it prove its appeal and its influence.
This completes our treatment of traditional passion
plays of 3U1"'ope.

We move to Arflerica for a fe.rther considera-

tion of traditional passion plays.
At first one may be J. ed to believe that because of the
youth of the United States as a nac(jion no such dramas exist
Vii tl:in

it s borders.

In general tl:.is is true, but researcr. of

recel:t years has proved that the Southwestern portions of
the United states are rich in folklore not the least important
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the traditional passion plays

t~at ~~ve

We pass, then, to a treatment of these
the Southwestern United states.
While they may not be of importance in influencing the
religious drama and the amateur theatre, they
asst~edly

are a part of this movement.

They have all the

necessary requirements, acted by the people, often written
in whole or in part by those same

an~teurs

the inagination of audiences and students.

they have captured

CHAPTER FOUR
TRADITIonAL PASS IOU

:2Lli~yS

IH TEE SOUTIDVESTEmr UNITED STATES

Research into the meager evid.ences of religious d.raraa
in the southwest portion of the United States reveals a
treasury of discovered but almost wholly unexplored traditional religious pageants , festivals, and
have proved of

i~~ense

foll~

plays.

These

value in reconstructing the settings of

early American literature.

Their connection with European

drama has served to shed new light upon them, their authors,
origins, and mode of presentation.

These performances have

oeen going on for many years, in some cases for centuries,
wi th little or no not ice being ta}cen of them except by the
na t i ves, the Indians, Mexicans, and Spanish.
Fortunately within the last decade

interes~

among

scholars and research Vlorkers has been awakened to such an extent that many of the beauties of this virgin field of literary research have been brought to light.

Students must depend

to a great extent upon the verbal traditions that have been
passed dovm from generation to generation.

Travel in the

Isouthwest, conversation with the descendents of the oldest
families is usually necessary.

Often, in some nook or cranny

of a hacienda is hidden the text of a play.

These are some-

times almost indecipherable yet the exultation of a Columbus
awaits the patient, diligent student in working out a readable
copy of the original.
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The inspiration for this research work has been supplied
y the Archaeological Society, the American Historical Society,
he Historical Society of Santa Fe, and the .American Folk Lore
ociety.
Mary Austin, an outstanding stUdent in this field, has
roduced some of the most enlightenine; and interesti.llG results
concernine this phase of our American Literature.

Some of her

findil15s have been set d.o'.7n in an article in the Theatre Arts
]Jonthly

for Augus·t, 1933, xvii, page 599 if. Speak-

~'agazine,

ing of her adventures of discovery she writes,TTIt is always
one of the tJ:1..rilling expectations of searchers of records
of tl".at time, that one may yet corne on a copy of that earliest
40

erican Drama. TT
Tl:is awakened interest in the folk lore of the southwest
has been further incited by the realizatiol': that the period of

:Spanish explorat ion in wl:,at is now the southwestern United
states vres also the period of distinguished flowering of the
dranm in Spain.

Realizing this we can readily understand

that the Conquistadores would carry many of the popular dramas

with them to the New World.
Simultaneously with the period of exploration and settle-

ment north of the Rio Grande in America, Lope de Rueda,
Cervantes, Lope de Vega, and Calderon were producing the

---~-------------------------------------------------- --------40
Hary Austin, "Folk Plays of the Southwest", Theatre Arts
l~onthly, August 1933, xvii
p.599.
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scores of

~medias,

autos, pasos, and entremeses in Spain

and the interest in writing drama was such that the lcing and
41
the common man equally participated in it.
The teatro de
42

corrales was a popular institution.
.-..--

The drama being so

important for the enjoyment of life "It was natural that
the first settlers to reach the banks of the Rio Grande sat
down and, undaunted by their six months journey of privation
and hardship, performed a play of their progress written by
43

one Captain Farfan".
In this field of literature one of the first discoveries
took place about fifteen years ago.

It was the finding of

the manuscript of one of the earliest, if not the first play
produced.

It was found not ten miles from the place of its

first production in the plaza at San Juan Pueblo.

If it was

an unusual spectacle for the Indians it would be equally
unusual for uS because iii

Wtl .... tl..:. .. ':_ .., ............v.l.,s~Dack,

and adventurous cavaliers being the actors.

soldiers

This staging was

performed in celebration of the founding of the capital, under
Gnate.
------~----------------------------------------------- ------

41
See Sheldon Cheney, The Theatre, LongIT~ns Green & Co.,
London and N.Y.,1929, for a treatment of the Spanish Golden
Age in Drama.
I
42
The teatro de corrales was subsidized by societies. It
consisted of a troupe of travelling actors. Enterip~ a street,
they would blockade 'a portion of the pavement; set up a portable stage, and a few bits of scenery. In the corral the audience would gather to witness the Play. Hence the popular
title teatro de corrales. The presentation finished the troupe
packed up and moved to another section of the town where the
same procedure would be followed.
43
Austin, ~~.cit., p.600.
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It ,vas a drama of the Moors and the Christians which was
ery popular with the army; and, in fact, evidence has been
ound to show that it had also been enacted in Havana, British
uiana, the Philipines, and California.

Vfllat seems to be the

urest version of it is still performed occasionally in the
icinity of San Juan on Holy Cross Day.

It is performed here

on horse-back with all the traditional business.
How the play has changed its aspect in other parts of
exico would at first deceive one into believing that it is an
different drama because 1ftss Austin has found that
In Hexico, owin€; to the pre judice ag;:~inst allowing
the free use of horses to the natives, it degenerated into a dance, vlith sword play, and music. But
at Alcalde and Santa Cruz, HexiCo, although the
text had been corrupted by being handed down these
300 years largely by word of mouth and occasional
transcriptions by unlettered hands, it is still
possible to ma};;:e out a tolerable version of the
dialogue, and the busi~ess appears scarcely to
have suffered at all.
It

~~s

natural that a tradition loving people like the

panish would carry with them the customs of their traditional

religion.

~ama

One of the most important phases of the Spanish

of that time was the producing of religious plays.

~alderon

reached the zenith of his dramatic career with

I

45

the Great World Theatre.
The Spanish theatre transplanted to the New World brought

I

rith it many of these religious dramas among them being passion
~----------------------------------------------------- ----------

l4

Ibid.,p.600.

~Dr.~alshts

The Thirteenth Greatest of Centuries,
for discussion of tEe arts and sciences up to the Reformation.

t5
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plays.

One in particular about which some definite informa-

tion has been found is related to the crucifixion.

It is

wholly allegorical and is based on the betrayal of Christ

by Judas and is still performed by the organization known as
46
Los Fastores Penitentes during Holy Week.

,I

pageants, mysteries, cycles were in abundance during the

period of Spanish exploration.

The passion of Christ had

been siezed upon as a separate dramatic spectacle and was
divorced from the mysteries or cycles.

The thirteenth cen-

tury had been one of intense religious activity and its
effects were still being felt two and three centuries later.
Another passion play vlhich is known to exist but no
manuscript has yet been found is a realistic version of
~~~~sioJ:l_.,_C!:.~_~_~_enor,

Tl'J.e

PassiC?~_~f O~ Lord~.

With character-

istic nonchalance the characters, placidly chewing gum, enact
the play.

The Saviour, however, is represented by a life Size

effigy for whom the lines are spol:::en.
for the Latin races invariably have the
ing, acted part.

This detail is u..'1usual
Cr~istus

as a speak-

This play is usually performed at Tolpa

by t:c.e Penitentes.
For several years now because of the sttrge of interest
in tb,is native drama of the Southwest and because of

If

the

--------------------------------------------------------------

46

For a description of the play Los Pastores see
llSanguinary Passion Play of the Penitentes TT in Travel,
December, 1927, 1'.29 ff.
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sdvent of an intelligently interested audience these peculiarly
interesting folk plays have proven to be of reasonably profit47

able pecuniary value. n

to their native producers.

For this

reason it is expected that they will attain to more prominence
and that other similar plays will be revived.
'rb.e reason for the existence of such religious plays is
well expr.essed in a paper read by Hrs. I. H. Rapp at a meeting of the Archaelogical Society and printed in El Palacio,
Decet1ber 15, 1921, x, page 151 and t1:>.e folloVlir:g paces, under
48

tl".e title !fLos Pastores is Gem of Plays.TT

It was the ctwtom in Europe, in the
early days when only a certain class
of people could read, to teach the
principles of religion and morals t~~ough
the eye by the representation of these
ideas by tableaux and plays. Only lately '.
there.c;were found in old college libraries
in England the manuscripts of several of
these plays. One, at least, has been
translated into modern English, keeping
as much as possible of the old forms and
quaint phrases and is now given to delighted audiences.
In the southern countries of Europe we
find similar plays, the production of
some of them continUing to the present day.
All this leads up to the fact that we have
here in Santa Fe a play of much the same
class. It is not exclusively our own,
since we share it with other towns in
New l!exico and other states of the Southwest. I refer to Los Pastores. 49
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Information on the same play is also contained in
TTSanguinary Passion Play of the Penitentes" Trav~l, December 192
p.29 ff.
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Mrs. I.H.Rapp, fTLos Pastores is Gem of PlaysfT, El PalaciO,
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Research workers in

tl~:'s

field must still in many cases

s-sea}: wi tl;.out any absolute degree of authority.
es~:;ecially

of Los Pastores.

This is true

So far there have been found no

references to it in any incunabula, or manuscri;ts.

Tee date

of its first performance in this country is only surmisable and
by whom it \-vas introduced remains, up to the present, a mystery.
I

conjecture alone can supply its origin.

Of one thing we can

be reasonably sure and that is that the Franciscan Friars
must have been the prime movers in

adapti~~

the drama of the

Old Country to the needs of an audience so radically different
in tr.e New World.
In this adapting there vms made a species of the drama
hich, while descended fro!:1 the original in Spain, still
became a species peculiar to itself.

It is believed

tr~t

Los Past ores was one of the first of this new mode of native
d.rama.

It was produced in the Pueblos with tre Indians,

coached by the Friars, as actors.

According to tradition now

existing the plsy has been given as long as can be remembered

land tl:.e words and music have been taught to succeeding genera-

Itions from the old transcripti ons.
Naturally the polished drama of European civilization

would be useless as a teacher of the barbarous tribes inhabit-

I

ing

l~xico.

It had to be simplified and rearranged.

There

I

was neither the time nor the actors to portray a playas was
oeing done in Spaln.

The conquered and converted tribes looked
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pon the civilization of their conquerors with suspicious eyes.
o make the imported drama more acceptable to them cbanges had
o be made.

These innovations consisted in incorporating into
some of the customs,

~~bits,

even dances of the

Scenes which might prove offensive to them were
mitted and otheJ!substituted.

This is amply demonstrated in

fOlUld at San Juan and already treated in the present

This play L:)s ?astores is considered of such importance
]~r.

A.I.!. Espinosa, professor of Romance Languages at the

University, California, is giving considerable tir:le
study.
In a letter of Feb. 14, 1914, he tells
us tl:.at last ;,rear he Vlrote an article
on tl'.e :new l:exican versions tl:at was
publisr,ed in a maGazine in-Santiago,
Cl~ile.
He is Vlorl~ino from fine woven
manuscript s, 110nterey, and Santa Barbara, California, and tl>...ree New }Ie:::ico
texts including one from Santa Fe.
At present he is preparing a critical
edition of the Santa Fe version for
t};.e Carmel Drama'tic Club, and tr.e California ','[riters Club. lIary Austin
will translate it and it will be given
at Stanford and at Carmel-by-the-Sea,
by the Club. He is to write an hiS~orical introduction.50
In our search for evidence of traditional passion plays
n the southwestern United States we happened upon an
f

aUUU'-<.l.... ~

one of the most unusual and amazing plays of the kind and
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deemed. it of such importance that we have here ,;iven consid.erable space to it.
eo.~

It is the account of a passion play perform-

l1r1uall .;.;
~r b'lT t};e
Indians
.. YaQui
- _

rl
",.;.~.-

Tttcsin.

liv;n~o;'
.I.

on t1,.,.,,,, outskirts of
-

l;~

T}'Ie 2,ccount is in an article" Axa".t~i_ ."Pa.i:jSi.ol~ 'pl.al.

in t'riz.o.l~a.!~ in Travel, written by Bernice Cosulich, 1 vi,

uarch 19:31, p.34 ff.

CHAPTER FIVE
T~

YAquI PASSImr PLAY

A mile north of the modern city of Tucson, Arizona,
is a shabby, ugly hamlet called by those who lmow of its
existence, Barrio Pascua.

No map of the United states has

yet deigned to recognize it, the Census Bureau has taken
no notice of its ragged population of Yaqui Indians who
are refugees from Mexico.

Here they live as squatters

in the land of refuge from tyranny.

Barrio Pascua is the

capital of the Yaqui Indians in the United states.
It is not on, nor even near, the paths of tourists
or

t~avellers

and only by chance would one come upon it.

It is made up of a few scattered shacks and a church built
of railroad ties and flattened-out gasoline cans.

During

the villole year a passing glance woUld be more than enough
to accord the village, except during Holy Wee]:;:.

It is

because of the events that take place in the hamlet every
year during Holy Week that Barrio Pascua sooner or later
will receive national attention.
In the strall2:e setting described above the Yaqui Indians
give their play every year and it is one of the "most amazing
depictions of the persecution, death, and resurrection of
Cr~ist

which one may hope to see. ft
64.

Certainly it is not a

I
I

65.

finished dramatic product, nor is it, except in its vague
outlines, similar to anything that civilized people have
heretofore seen on the subject.

Here Christianity and

barbaric tribal ritual meet and are portrayed with pantom:i.m.e,
ctanting, weird music, and intricate dance steps

tl~t

been part of Yaqui fol1t lore for untold centuries.

have

All this

goes to make up a Passion Play that possesses a startling
beauty and savage force which one may not soon forget.
Here is an example of what has been noted in the prsceeding chapter.

A play tak.en from civilized Europe and

transformed to meet the vastly different conditions in the
New World.

This play was originally one of those transported

from its native soil of Spain by the Friars.
to make ch8:nges in the original.

They were forced

These changes became more

and more predominant until the natives took the productions
into their own hands and retained the mere frame-work of the
plot.

This is particularly noticeable in this yaqui Passion

Playas will be evident from a reading of the description
of the play that follows.
-

Preparations for the play, a sort of preliminary tableau,
are started tl:e first weel: of Lent and
••••• with the beginning of Holy Week the
P9Pulation of Barrio Pascua increases rapidly.
The Yaqui Passion Play is the occasion for an
annual homecoming and reunion of the Nacion.
Those who work in cotton fields, men in copper
mines at Bistee and Ajo, those in truck gardens
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at Phoenix and Yuma, quit their jobs. Their
families climb into rickety wagons drawn by
mangy horses and, sitting on their few possessions, drive hundreds of miles to be present
at their capital city.5l
The first act, if it may be classed that, of the Passion
play occurs late Wednesday afternoon of Holy Week.
no definite time for any of these performances.

There is

The Yaqui mill

about the plaza until slowly v,.ri thout a signal, as if by some
central power gathered together, a procession forms before
the church.
The visitation of the Via Crucis now takes place.
Tris Via Crucis has been constructed during the first week

1of Lent.

It consists of a series of fourteen crosses set in

ia ser!li-cirole.

They are some distanoe apart and, beginning

at the north end of the town, lead baok into the village.
Now, in this first act of tb.e play, just as the prooession reaches tl:.e eleventh station, or oross commemorating
C~xist's

orucifixion, there comes from among the cacti and

bushes of the desert an unexpeoted motley group.

These are

Fariseos, Nazarenos, and Pilatos. They represent the evil
spirits and persecutors of Christ and are usually called
mum.'llers.

The men are dressed grotesquely with masks on

their faces.

These masl{s serve also to hide the identity

of the players who are usually criminals and must in this

way serve their sentences which have been meted out to them

---------------------------------------------------------------51
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for some violation of the tribal laws.

In the hand of each

of them is a colored rasping stick or gourd which is filled
with pebbles and is shaken continually; about
are

strin~s

waists

of pebbles on buckslcin thongs; about their legs

are dried unopened seed pods.
lo:"_dl~7

t~eir

They prance and dance, chant

and try to brea}): up the party of true worshippers.

Beca'-",-se of the presence in tb.e drama of these allegorical
cl:..aracters the drama is classed as a symbolical passion play.
caJGegorically this would place it in the class of IT.oralities,
52
at least in tl~s feature of symbolical ct:aracters.
There is,
however, a wide distinction to be noted.

The Moralities of the

fifteenth and sixteenth centuries quite patently pointed a
moral.

In fact, often the dialogue was interrupted to tell

tr..e audience not to act like this character, or tJ1...at, representing vice.

A.n allegorical passion play never does this.

The difference vdll be quite apparent as we proceed.
Not heeding the impersonators of evil spirits the procession continues past the other crosses and wends its way
slowly back to the church.

By this time the sun has set

anet dusk makes of the scene an unusual spectacle •
.2_ccompanying the procession four women have carried the
statue of the Virgin Fother from the churcb. and now at the

return to the ediface the evil spirits try to prevent the

--------------------------------------------------------------
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Interludes, Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1904, for a discussion of Morality Plays.
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entrance of the statue into the church.

They throw themselves

on the ground or hOV'll li1;:e animals as they prance before the
and the Compania de Jesus, which sorrowfully places

stc~tue

the statue, after much hesitation, on a pedestal before the
altar.
This first act now ends with a tenebrae service in the
chtu~ch

while the evil spirits remain outside howling and

dancing until suddenly without warning they cease and sliruc
off int 0 the darlG'1e ss.
On the following day any time between sunset and midniGl~t

t1:.e second act is Given.

It is a representation of

the scene in the Garden of Gethsemane.

Sometime within

trese hours the audience gatb.ers together, without any signal
being given} at a spot not far outside the village.

Then a

party of Yaquis appear with young saplings on which are tender
leaves ancI branches.

These are set in shallow 1:.01es in a

compact circle to symbolize the Garden.
The scene shifts.
;'lay of the Cross.

Again t he assemblage begins the

This time the evil spirits are present

from the beginning, and they "prance and dance down the
Via Crucis searching vdldly for someone.

There are no words

53

Spoken but .the pantomine is effective."

At each station

the Compania de Jesus forms a circle around the cross but
the evil spirits thrust them aside as they seek Jesus who is
~~_1g~_~~~1_e~EE~~~

__ !g_1g!~_~~~~_1g~_6~QgE-QQg1!~~~~- _____ _
3
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round the fourteen stations and then returns to the church.
Here for the first time the character representing the
Cr~istus

enters the play.

cruci!ix in his hands.
shirt.

He stands before the church with
His head is bowed over a white

He slowly wal1m across the plaza and the Compania de

Jesus follows him.

,;.---

No word is spoken as they enter the place representative
of the garden.

Silently the man with the crucifix parts the

branches and walks alone into the circle.
The audience, although a better term might be worshippers,

have followed along and now remain at a distance, bowed, sor-

rowful, waiting.
Then suddenlY,springing with low growls
from their desert hiding places, come the
Nazarenos. Their m~[s take on a weird
appearance in the half liGht of night;
their rasping sticl:s and rattles echo
loudly in the hush of the young eve.
They dance with satanic glee toward the
Garden, retreating and advancing in uncertain order as their shouts oecome
louder. Their sticks beat more jaringly
and their dance steps increase in tempo
and intricacy. A drum beats and a flute
plays sharply. One Fariseo carries a
banner, symbol of Pilate's soldiers. Judas
leads thd dance. 54
':Ii th blood-curdling whoops they surround the Garden.
~or
~ven

~ic

a moment,

tp~n,

there is a deep, dramatic silence in which

the surrottnding nature seems to indulge after the terridin.

The

Compal!.ia_c!~Jesus

moves restlessly yet seemingly

----------------------------------------------------------------
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unable to help.
an~

The noise asain climbs into a \'lild crescendo

suddenly ceases.
The silent man still clas:;:;in(c!: the crucifix now emerges

froQ the Garden's circle.

All is st ill as, for tl2.e first

tiue }-;.e speal:'.s askiJ:1..g, TI\7hom seele :,e?ff
chorus Shout, fTJesus. TT

Tl~.e

evil ones in

.4..gain there is a silent pause last-

iug but a short minute yet fraught with more meaning than
if the actors were to engage in lengthy harangues.
Slowly, at first softly the Pilatos begin their chant,
keeping time by dragging their sandalled feet along the ground.
The rhythm increases with the VOlume, sounding now, a note of
defiance.

The last step of the dance ends with the song and

the entire group howling savagely rush in and while some seize
the C:b...rist-spiri t, others madly t ear the Garden to pie ces.
~s

Christ is seized many of the mummers simulating unholy

lee Tlthrow themselves on the ground, howling like animals,
Ibarlcing like coyotes, giving the wailing calls of beasts and
55

I

Ibirds TT •

Throughout the wild pandemonium the Compania de Jesus

,

~emains

standing mutely in one spot.

1;',1hat a scene is this.
yet fascinating.

Dramatic, breath taking, horrible

Trained actors could hardly produce the

effects that are brought about by these children of nature.
The evil spirits jos·tling and crowding with tl:..e Christus
in their center move toward the church.

Standing on a iDlOl1
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of ground, facing the on-coming procession, is the tribal

-

maestro.

In a deep, mournful, sonorous voice he intones the

50th Psalm, - ltiserere l:ei Deus.

The Procession continues on

3.nd :passes int 0 the blacl:ness of the desert.

Silence like

3. pall settles over all as the second act ends.
On the following day, Good Friday, the effects of the

iramatic presentation of the preceding evening still brood

)ver the entire populace.

The entire village is the stage,

black is the only color visible, the people, men, women, and
~hildren

become the actors and remain the audience.

Ls not acting, this is real.

Silence reigns.

But this

A very effective

appropriate atmosphere has been created for the next, the

l~d

;hird act.
The third act begins in mid.-afternoon wit h the making

rf

tI~e

Via Crucis.

As tl:.e procession nears the eleventh

ltation four men d.ressed. in white with cro'wn of cacti tl:.orns
)l1

tl'.eir head.s carry a sr...rouded bier to the station of the

:rucifixion.
Le

J~~

The bier is placed on the ground and the Compania

place the crucifix, which was carried by the Christ-

tpirit the evening before, upon the bier.

This is carried by

ihe four men to the church where it is placed on a table with
~our

candles at the head and foot.

Four men tal:e up their

Itations as guards.
The scene shifts.
letion.

:rJow,

fiendisr~y

AGain the evil spirits enter the
they dance, every exaggerated step

-
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accompanied by the rattle of the seed-pods, pebbles, and the

grating sound of tr.e rasping sticks.

They prance 'llith glee as

they tear down the crosses, moving from station to station.

lvorshippers follow in their wal>:e and cover the fallen crosses

with green boughs.
The evil spirits rettU'n to the church and dance in moclc-

ing abandon about the bier.

Here again the influence of ancient pagan rites enters

the play.

After the scenes just related, the Fariseos and

their companions exeunt and a dance begins.

It is an ordeal

G!".at continues on from sunset Friday to sunrise Saturday wi th-

Jut intermission.
~he

It tal;:es place cr.iefly outside the church.

mover1ent is slow and sorrowful and the only music is the

~lapping

hands and pounding feet of the dancers.

Thus ends the third act.
Now there is an intermission although the atmosphere
:reated by the play pervades all, li1::e the lunch time inter~ission

at

Oberan~ergau.

The fourth and final act of the play consists of one
3cene, the burning of the effigy of Judas.
Bernice Cosulich in the article from which we rave been
tuotir€ describes this final act:
About ten OT cloc};: Saturday the plaza is
again a mass of humanity. Everyone is
intent on pre)arati ons for the burning
of the effigy of Judas. The human Judas,
hiding behind his mask, appears with his
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escort of tribal chief, council, teac!:.er
and dance govenor. He carries a lance,
about his nec:: is what represents a
prayer-boole, but is in reality, an old
ari tJ:11'.letic; his evil rasping stic';: hangs
on his belt. He looks somewhat a scarecrow in the Queer habiliments he wears.
His party is followed by the evil spirits
or mummers, more tp~n ever hidi~~ their
faces in shame at beine persecutors of
Ghrist even in this Passion ?lay.
A donlrey is brought forward and Judas is
prodded until he mounts. The beast is
ted about the plaza, Judas receiving the
derisive corrunents of Yaquis and the
scornful spit of children. After the
ride he dismounts and is stripped of
clothing. Just as modesty begins to
protest, his mask is taken off and a
cloth dropped over his head so he may
not become known. His role finished,
this Judas slips away to repent while
the clothes he has left behind are
placed on a straw dummy.
The effigy is stood, for this fourth
act in the center of the plaza and
it is filled with homemade skyrockets.
A match sends the thing into flames, the
rockets explode. The crowd burst into
joyous shouts, general dancing and tDlrestrained p~ppiness; evil has been
con~uered by good. 56
Thus ends one of the most spectacular and unusual
extravaganzas of th8 dranat ic art.

Unli1ce oth8r passi on plays

t}'ere is not an epilogue or tableau either of the Resurrection,
or the Ascension into Heaven.
It is difficult to deterlnine the values of this folk
play.

As a monument of folk lore it is invaluable.

literary merit of the piece is doubtful.

The

There is present

---------------------------------------------------------------
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a plot, parts, or acts, and scenes are not wanting.

A climax

is reached, but there is lacking a denouement, unless we take
the burning of the effigy of Judas as the aftermath of the
climax.

The movable scene, the moving audience following

the action from place to place would have its counterpart in
the mysteries of the middle ages when the carts with the stage
were moved from place to place in a town and at each station
another act or scene was performed.

We might assume that this

is one of the features of the play which has remained over
through the centuries from the Spanish original.
The lack of dialogue is puzzling.
have been in great part in dialogue.

The original must
But it is the nature

of the stolid Yaqui to be silent when there is no necessity

I

for speech.

Then, too, there seems li tJ(jle need for dialogue

!

here.

The audience knows what is taking place 'Without any

verbal explanations.

Even to the stranger the acting tells

all that one may wish to know.

Readily one recognizes that

there is present the protagonist, the antagonist, and the
conflict or struggle.
Considering these aspects of the play one is inclined
to the opinion that there is here a species of drama perhaps
unlike anything with which we are acquainted.

Because of

the presence of certain dramatic elements we can only lament
that there is no written copy of the play, at least none has
been found, to which a study might be given.

No doubt the

-
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results would be of interest in further reviving the awakened
interest in religious

drar.~.

It is hoped that those who are engaged in research
and are actually on the scene of these traditional passion
,?lays will continue tl:.eir efforts.

Per}1.nps it would result

in a revival among the Spanish speaki.:::g peoples of play
writing as it has resulted in a revival of interest in these
folle plays in literary circles among the descendants of the
Conquistadores.

No evidence of such a revival is as yet

evident fTalthough the prevalence of acting ability continually
suggests that possibility. It is possible that this latent
capacity may be turned to English tf •
Not much hope is held out for such a revival among the
natives for, where it is a question of

keepir~

the old or

attempting the new, centuries of following traditions is the
deciding factor.

The American spirit has not succeeded in

breaking down this slavish devotion to tradition.
This is not the case.among the Indians among whom
There is an explicit emergence of dramatic
interest and power: Among the younger groups
there is a disposition to adapt their existing drama to American understanding, although
the cheap vaudeville quality of opportunities
offered acts as a deterrent •••• It is possible
that the same thi.l1g that Thespis brought to
pass in the Greek Dance-drama is about to
take place in our native aboriginal performances.57
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These then are but a few of the traditional .American
religious dramas.

UILfortunately, too little has been made

public concerning them.

It is because of the popularity of

such plays that the modern revival of religious drama has
begun.

The following pages treat briefly of some recent

revivals of religious plays.

CHAPTER SIX.
MODERN REVIVALS.
It is interesting to note that in our present age of
~aterialism

there have sprung up in various countries re-

vivals of Religious Drama.

Austria, Germany, France, and

scotland are among the leading nations in the new movement.
These revivals are not confined to parishes, or isolated con-

!re!8-tions; on the contrary, they have been enthusiastically
taken up by whole communities.
Veronica's Veil of Union City; The Light, the Masonic
production of south Bend in the United States; the revival of

Calderon de 1& Barca's Mysteries of the Mass ip.

y'~e~!!a,

are a

few of the sign posts pointing to an increasing interest in

religious drama.
The Stieldorf play in Germany and the Catholic Drama

Festival in Glasgow, Scotland, are but a few of the revivals

of religious drama Which have been energetically produced

within the last few years by communities and were of suf-

ficient importance to gain public recognition in the press.
Stieldorf is a small village near Cologne and it's
passion play is modeled on that of Oberammergau.

It was

originated in 1889 and, for a time, was successfully produced

annually.

However, for a number of years prior to 1928 it

was forgotten but, in that year it was revived and proved to

be

of such popularity that it was again produced in 1929 and
77.
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1n this year, lS34.· The cast is made up of 150 actors who
receive no material recompense.

The profits realized are used

1n charitable works in other parts of Germany.

At Vaal is

also produced a play which, like the majority of passion plays,
1s on the Greek style of Tableaux and scenes.

58

Tbe celebrated

play of Fribourg continues to hold the attention of the press
and here and there is given place or notice in literary periodicals.
The revival in Scotland is of particular interest because
that country for many years has
drama as such.

cer~ainly

neglected religious

This year, for the first time in the history

of the country, a Catholic Drama Festival is being held in
Glasgow and although as yet no definite

info~ation

is forth-

coming concerning the results it is to be hoped that it w1ll

Ibe the beginning of a new era of Catholic dramatics in that
country.

France too is showing symptoms of a revival of Cath-

olic influence not only in art and literature but also in the
Drama.

This influence is especially being aroused by the suc-

cessful plays of Paul Claudel.
Mary was favorably received.

His symbolical Tydings to

This awakening interest is to

be noted in the fact that at Belfort for the first time in
many, many years a passion play is being presented with extraordinary success.

It is presented on a great scale and is

---------------------------------------------------------------
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truly a community undertaking for more than 500 actors recruited from the various parishes take part in the play.
Unfortunately in all these instances definite materials that
would help the research worker fram a literary standpoint are
lacking.
No less an authority than Allardyce Nicoll bewails the
paucity of definite sources of information on not only religious drama but also on all the phases of the art.

He says

"that bibliographical and statistical records either have to
be

for laboriously by each individual stUdent or else
59.
done without."
sou£~t

While it is true that at present no organized sources
of material are at hand the near future is bri8ht with possibilities.

At Manchester in England there has been estab-

lished a lecturship in dramatic art.

London for centuries

considered the world capital of the art has shown the way by
establishing a few years ago a new Diploma in Dramatic Art.
Allardyce Nieoll advocates the furtherance of such

movements among the schools and colleges.

He maintains that

the methods now in use in the extra-curricular 4ramatic
SOCieties, and even the class room work and methods are ot
~o

practical value.

"It is useless for students to keep

--------------------------------------------------------------59.
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ringing the change on Patience and Pinafore and modern farce;
bUt where attempts are made to perform hitherto unproduced
works or to revive forgotten masterpieces of the past, the
service done to the theatre may be inestimable."

60

The Folk Lore Society of Santa Fe, influenced by the
revival of interest in the early Spanish, and native civilization Of our Southwest, has taken a step in the right direction.

A committee of the Society
hopes that Professor's Espino's work may be
finished and available so that his edition of
the santa Fe Version (Of Los Pastores) could
be produce~made a feature of the Summer School
in August. It is hard to imagine a more appropriate setting than the Patio of the Palace
of the Governors. 5l

The COmmunity at the Monastery of the Society of the

Divine Word at Techny, Illinois, encountered extraord,inary

success in their revival this year of Calderon's Mystery of

the Mass.

Enthusiastic audiences attended the SUnday after-

noon performances.

This success at reviving a religiOUs drama

that is in reality a passion play will lead others to emulate

the community at Techny.

If the emulation is carried on with

---------~--~------~----------~--~--------------------~---------
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While it is true that the Malvern Movement in EngIaad is
not especially concerned with religious drama still, if it con~inues in the plan that has been followed for the past few years
~hen, we may expect that inevitably religious plays will grace
~he boards there.
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due care to art, as at Techny, then another step will have
been taken in the resuscitation of religious drama.
The translator of the

~~~~rie~_C!_f_~~~J":a~~_

in the pre-

face of the text writes:
It is a hopeful sign that in many countries
older mystery plays are revised and new·ones
are written to bring the beauty and comfort
of religious truths home to our generation.
The religious dramas of Caldern de la Barca
are unsurpassed masterpieces. The World
Theatre and the Mysteries of the Mass are
among his best plays. During the Eucharistic
Congress held in Vienna, Austria, in 1912, a
modernized German version of the Mysteries of
the Mass was written by Richard V:=Kralik, the
well-known writer, poet, and musician, and was
performed several times with great success.
The play was. given ten times in May and October
to crowded houses, and to enable other thousands
to see this inspiring play, further performances
wert given later. The English version is hereby
given to the public in order that attendants may
have aa appropriate souvenir of the performance
and that other institutions and parishes may be
enabled to give this play.52
These are a few of the better known revivals that have
taken place in recent years.

Because of their success the

next decade will see an ever increasing number of these revivals taking place.
Another and more important phase of the revival, and one
that is closely connected with the modern amateur theatre is
the increasing number of innovations and new texts of passion
-----------------------------------~------------------ ---------
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plays that are appearing.

Here we have not only actors but

also writers engaged in the new movement.

This interest of

amateur writers is noteworthy for some of them have produced
some worth While material.
These innovations in texts that have appeared in the
last twenty-five years outnumber, perhaps, the number ot
traditional passion plays that have continued for decades.
Although the revivals of other older texts and their productions on present day stages is a very hopeful Sign, they
are in reality few in number.
The real interest, as far as the popular fancy is concerned, is in the number of new texts that have appeared.
As better and more definite information is to be had concerning these latest additions to the bibliography of re-.
ligious drama we will treat them in a separate chapter under
the heading of Innovations.

CHAPTER SEVEN.
INNOVATIONS.
One of the greatest obstacles to the revival of religious drama and the amateur theatre has been the attitude
of the church toward the stage and, as a consequence of this,
the answering hostile attitude of the stage toward religion.
This enmity between the two seems to have been one of the
results of the Reformation.

Prior to that period sueh was

not the case and yet this condition has existed since that
time.

In America we have inherited the idea from the Puritan

conception of the stage as the ante-chamber of damnation.
Fortunately for both the church and the stage this
feeling is slowly being eradicated.

While the situation held,

the stage, feeling an outcast, has strayed widely and sometimes has fallen into the pit.

As E. Martin Brown in the

Theatre Arts Monthly describes the situation:
Drama turned out in the cold was soon captured
by the world, the flesh (chiefly the flesh)
and the devil; sometimes slightly, more often
grossly, it pulsated with their vigor, While
the church, having withdrawn its former close
contact with them'6gad anathematised all theatres
as a lure to hell.
All this is now changing.

The church has accepted the

stage, the stage as represented by religious drama and ama-
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teur theatrioals.

The professional stage of today however,

remains where it has fallen and only the continued rise of
the amateur theatre will help it.
To such an extent has the Church entered the field of
drama that in England the Protestant Bishop of Chichester
has gone so far as to appoint an official court director of
religious drama for his diooese.

"Allover England as also

1n amerioa Churohes are being thrown open to the producers
of religious plays that once again the Christian stories may
be set forth dramatioa11y in the proper atmosphere of the
plaoe of religious worship."

e,.

Up to recently Christmas plays appear to have been
restrioted ohiefly to primary school produotion.

Ten years

ago when every agenoy Was seeking to enlarge its activities
in shooting tentaoles out into every orevice and cranny
drawing to itself attention and broadening its inf1uenoe,
the Drama League first started among the church boards the
idea of welcoming back the drama sO long exiled.

Instantly

alive to the real value of this subject the different boards
set about utilizing the re-found medium for rev1talizing
church activities.

In church after church and group after

group the use of religious drama was adopted.

Ed1th Crail's

------------------------------------------------------ ---~----~
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production of The World Theatre

the speotacular mechanics

employed in the production of The Miraole by Max Reinhart,
the staging of Gheon's Marriage of st. Francis at Briton
encouraged others to undertake the production of a drama.
This encouragement had the effect of prOducing an abundance
of plays the maJority of which were looked at askance by
competent critics Who branded it as unworthy of consideration
as art. Later, however, because such men as Benson, Masefield,
and Father Lord have written really good religious plays the
interest of the critics was again aroused.

One of the rea-

sons for their aroused interest is the high quality of
certain Passion Plays.
One of the plays that has had unusual success and has
weathered the storms of criticism Which)for it were never
very violent)was that written by Robert Hugh Benson entitled
the Upper Roam.

This has been produced again and again by

communities, SOCieties, parishes; and, though it has not
been taken up by the professional stage, it could easily be
done so.

Msgr. Benson, a recognized author, has produced

in this Passion Playa literary piece of high caliber.

There

are two particular pOints about the play that in a great
measure have helped to make of it a success.

The first is

the fact that the Christus is not represented in any way;
the part is entirely absent and the presence of the character
is portrayed by suggestion either in the text or the mechan-
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.cal devices used.

For example, standing at the window of

.he Upper Room, the Virgin Mother sees the procession with
:hrist carrying his cross on the way to Calvary; we hear the
lutter1ng and murmuring of the multitude; we see the point of
~he

spears

passin~

by the windowj we hear the clanking of

lrmOrj then appears, showing just above the window Sill, a
portion of one of the arms of the cross.

This suddenly disap-

pears from Sight and the Virgin Mother screams, Christ has
fallen under the weigbt of the cross,-- she hears the sounds
of leather thongs on bare flesh and the angry outcries of
~he

centurians.

Slowly the cross-beam again enters the View

of the audience and continues on past the window.
~nusual

The second

detail employed by the author is the fact that the

entire play takes place in one room, the upper room.

It is

the room in Which the author has Christ bid farewell to Bis
~otherj

and where the scene of the last supper

tO~k

place.

The owner of the inn and his son are the chief narrators of

events.

They rush in or out of the room depending upon the

circumstances to relate to the other characters what they

have seen and heard.
Another modern treatment of the subject of the Passion

of Christ is that written by Father Lord, S.J., A Fantasy of

the Passion,

by

suggestion,

This is decidedly in the new style of applying,
~he

moral principles and lessons to be learned.

No mention is made of the Passion but the author depends upon
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the atmosphere created in the play and in the suggestive
power of the piece to portray the Passion of Christ.

In this

"modern passion-play", as it is subtitled by the author, the
events of the passion of Christ do not take place actually
before the eye$ of the audience but by symbolism.

A modern

business man injured and lying perhaps on his death bed in a
hospital reviewing his life recalls to mind the passion of
our Lord.

The characters are symbolical.

The nurses, doctors,

friends, and relatives of the dying man represent historical
characters in the passion of Christ.

ThiS, however, is done

in an unusual and entertaining manner so that the audienoe is
•

never sadly oonscious of the faot that is witnessing just
another worn and frayed abortive attempt at a religious drama
trying to be art.

For this, we believe, is art.

It is the

use of atmosphere, suggestion, symbolism hidden under a revealing cloak of realism.
Another passion-play whioh reverts to the use of the
story of the passion as outlined in the New Testament with
the insertion of one or two imaginative charaoters to carry
on a connected plot is Barter.

In this play, written by

Brother Urban Nagle, we have portrayed the .ew Testament
theme with utmost respect and with great vividness.

The

author has chosen to take the dramatio figure of Judas,
treating him according to the modern interpretation of his
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character and has shown most forcetully the terrific influences and re-aotions of the great event of the betrayal.
There are many unusual features in the handling of the material and Judas and his friends, his temptation, struggle, and
remorse, together with their suffering are made human and
forceful.

It is the psychologioal study of a soul, the moral

disintegration and final annihilation of the soul in its
struggle with the forces of evil.
This play is original in its treatment of the passion
of Christ and is a forerunner of several others of the same
form.

Here, by a combination of historical and fictitious

characters, the tragedy of the passion is indirectly portrayed.

What seems to be the main plot of the drama is in

reality a slight covering for the real atmosphere Which is
ever present, and that is the all-pervading aura of tragedy.
While the person of the Christus does not appear yet it is
decidedly present and its influence on the characters and
events is quite evident.
Faults are not wanting to Barter in spite of the fervour and sincerety of the author.
characters is weak.

The delineation of the

Oftentimes they seem unreal, stilted

and even mechanical in their actions.

While it is true that

they are victims of circumstances over which they have no
control, they are too willing to give up the struggle.

Con-

-
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flict, struggle is essential to drama but here it is not sufficiently emphasized.
The dialogue is simple and transparent.

Hidden mean-

ings are entirely lacking, there are no long moralistic
monologues.
moving.

This is of great assistance in keeping the play

For modern presentation, however, it would have been

better to couch the phrasing in the vernacular.
archaisms are indulged in.

Too many

The "thou", "yetI, "knowest",

"doest", and such simi liar forms are more likely to di straot
an audience than assist in creating the necessary atmosphere.
These faults are not unconquerable.

The original manner

of treating the passion, the swift sequence of events, the
interesting plot, and sub-plots make of the play one of the
best of our modern interpretations of the theme.
Barter is not the first of the many passion plays that
have been written and produced in the United states.

Although

there is no data sufficiently accurate to make positive assertions about this form of drama, at least among the first,
if not the first, is the Passion Play of the University of
santa Clara in California.
For thirty years and more the Passion Play has been the

outstanding event of Santa Clara life.

Written by Clay M.

Greene '69 at the request of Reverend Robert E. Kenna, S.J.,

it was his contribution to the Golden Jubilee being eommem-

-

roe

orated in nineteen hundred and one by his Alma Mater.

Since

lts original production in that year, under the direction
of Mr. Greene himself, the play has been reproduced four times:
the productions of nineteen hundred and three, nineteen hundred and seven, and nineteen hundred and twenty-three were
directed by Martin V. Merle '06; that of nineteen hundred
and twenty-eight, as well as the present production of l-ineteen

:~undred

and ':!hirty-three, by Edward P. Murphy' 27.

For more than a quarter of a century, hundreds of alumni
of Santa Clara have planned and labored upon each succeeding
production and have spent some of the proudest moments of
their lives before the scenes of Bethlehem and Jerusalem.
"Behind the Passion Play looms the Passion. If

It is

the central theme, the motivating interest, that dominates

the entire play.
No actor, no group of actors, overshadow the
unseen presence of the suffering Savior. From
the opening of the prologue to the completion
of the final scene, His presence is evident.
Powerful though t.he conni vings of the high
priests and the greed of the merchants are,
they alone are but the plot~ings of another
ordinary play. But when they ,are made to do
away with Bim who inspired the love of the
apostles and swayed the wealthy Jechonias from
the tenets of his beloved religion, then they
are molded into t.he Drama of the Cross. It is
the story of Christ seen, not by his own actions,
but in the light of the effects He produced upon
men of different character - weak and strong,
generous and avaricious, humble and proud.65
-----~~------.-~-------------------------------------- ---------
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The characters who thus reflect the power nf the
Savior are many.

They are of all nationalities, of all

classes, and of all temperaments.

And the ways in which

the presence of Christ reaches them are varied as their
personalities themselves.
We have here atmosphere.

It is created by the presence

either actual or suggested of the Christus.
ence that pervades the entire play.

It is Bls pres-

The audience is conscious

of the Christus, of His influence, whether He is Himself
visible to them, or whether He is suggested by some effect
He has produced on the other characters.

Even the Judas is

constantly building up that atmosphere.
The values of the play are various.

Categorically it

is ent·ire ly an historical passion playas is the modern
production of Oberammergau.

The related facts of the New

Testament are the network for the plot.

There is no sub-plot,

no fictitious characters are introduced.

Naturally the brief

dialogue of the scripture had to be enlarged upon.
Realism is the keynote sounded in this production.

Symbolism, or allegorical figures are entirely lacking.

Of

course there is present the spiritual symbolism, the at-

mosphere built up around the visible and spiritual presence

and influence of the Christus.
This production of the Passion Play of the University

of Santa Clara is a hopeful sign for a fUrther revival of
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interest in religious drama in the Universities.
Considered in this light, the future of the
drama is, partly at least, in the hands of
the Universities. The students Who are being
yearly turned out in their thousands will form
a portion of audiences Which will go to swell
the theatres, and, because of their training,
their influence will probably be greater than
that of similiar non-university sections among
the spectators. The drama of every period and
of every land depends ultimately upon the audience. It waS a great audience which produced
Aeschylus and Sophocles; it Was a great audience
whioh produced Shakespeare. The ruder elements
among ~he spectators (and, in speaking of ruder
elements I am not by any means thinking of
sooial classes) assurd1y always outnumber those
of more cultured and imaginative tS'ldencies;
but that disparity is made up for by the fact
that a strong body of cultured opinion, sure
of its own purpose and self-consciously asserting itself, will ever have power over a
heterogeneous body of unthinking, untrained,
and mentally licentious minds. To help in
preparation of this intellectual and imaginative leaven among the audiences of the future
I take to be the first great task of the
University. e6
The University of Santa Clara has taken a step in the

right direction for the fulfillment of this great task.

It

remains for other Universities to follow the example set by

Professor Baker at Columbia University and the Passion Play

of Santa Clara University.
Difficulties seem to exist.

The fUlfillment of this

"great task" of educating an audience will not be brought

about as long as the professional artists insist on looking
------------------------------------------------------ --------~

66.

Nicoll,

~.~.,p.66.

93.

down upon the "amateur theorists" of the schools, and the
schoolmen because of this attitude on the part of the professional men refuse to have anything to do with the modern drama.
The more the artist sneers at the Universi ty, the more the Uni versi ty wi 11 tend
toward traditional and hidebound methods.
Let the artist come into the University,
let him take his place in the developement
of that cultured side of academic wore1. ,
which, after all, is its Chief task. The
University itself, so far as my experience
goes, is only too ready to cooperate. In
America speCial study has been devoted, not
merely to drama, but to the problems of the
producers, so that Professor Baker's name is
now of more than national import. 57
With such favorable indications at hand it is not too
optimistic to hope that the next decade will Witness a revival in religious subjects as materials for drama.

One

of the factors that will greatly aid in this reVival is the
increasing popularity of the Parish Theatre.
A brilliant instance of the innate power of the Parish
Theatre is the introduction of pas,sian plays within the last
thirty years.

In the winter of 1917 a young priest in the

diocese of Buffalo dramati zed Father Klarman' s novel, The
Princess of Gan Sar, and

introdu~ed

fending pious eyes or ears.

the Christ without of-

The omission of the Christ

Character would never suit the Austrian, German, or Italian
peasant, who has been brougnt up on homely but effective
---~--------------~----------------------------------- ---------
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parish or community passion plays.
The story is told of one of these imigrants who at~ended

an American passion play, and who promptly after the

rirst act left the theatre and demanded his money back on
~he

ground that the play was fraudulent.

"Where de Christo?"

1e asked, and to the explanation he replied: "NO Christo,

10

goOd play."

This criticism was valid.

idea that the Christus must not be represented.

~he
~his

~o
~he

It was

fact alone that wl'ped out a passion play undertaken for

?roduction by Salmi Morse in 1890.
~he

We are overcomin&

A theatre was selected,

rehearsals began, but because public opinion objected
the presence of the Character Christ on the regular stage
production never saw the curtain rise on the first act.
Another result of the Parish Theatre was the play

4ary Magdalene.

The author is anonymous.

The text was pub-

Lished by the Catholic Dramatic Company in 1924.

Male char-

lcters, including the Christus, are represented by the inef-

rectual means of voices off stage.

It is sub-titled "A

1eligious Play for Young Ladies in Three Acts."

~he

The plot is the usual one about the conversion of Mary
sinner.

~pbasized

The passion of Christ runs thrcughout rut is not
in any way.

This is the type of play which we can do

Phere are long moralistic tirades.

Wi thout.

The dialogue is stilted
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md in an effort to make it seem suited to the charaoters
lnd occasion the author has only written garbled language.
~he

oharacters are too weak to be noticeable.

The portray-

II of the ohange in the character of Mary is not convincing.

[t is efforts of this kind that have placed an odium upon
;he religious drama of our day.
Another passion play similiar to Mary Magdalene in that
Lt employs female characters exclusively is Pilate's Daughter •
.ls far as we know this was the second presentation of a passion play in the Eastern states.

Written by Father Kenzel it

ras produced in the parish hall by the community of ROxbury,

!l suburb of Boston.
·It was staged during the Lenten season,
and so beautifully presented that the
Boston World went out to see it, and has
done so every Lenten season sinoe (li05).
An enterprising manager undertook to
interest the general public in it but
failed. The play makes its sole appeal
to the emotions, and is rather limited
in Characterization. It is therefore too
simple for the ordinary play goer. e8
It is a simple, brief, and easily understandable drama.

[t has the life of Christ as

hist~ical

baokground.

The

!luthor dOes not employ the historical drama properly speak-

lng, that is, with the principal character a true historical

rigure, but seems to believe that a fictitious main character
-------------~---------------~-------------------------------~-
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with merely an historical background Widens his scope and affords him freer access to the exercise Of his imagination.
Hence the play is one which, while mainly fictitious, has an
undercurrent of historical fact running through it.
It seems to be the author's tendency in portraying his
characters to emphasize the main characteristic of the person
to the exclusion of all other traits.

This characteristic

tendency results in a not too realistic delineation of character.

The actors are not really human beings as we know

them; they are rather the incarnation of one dominant trait.
Claudia, the heroine, displays not a single characteristic
but that of piety or goodness.
temptations and afflictions.

She seems immune to human
For example, there is no evidence

of the internal struggle she must have undergone before she
determined to became a Christian and thus forfeit her wealth,
her position, and her Roman citizenship.
The

dial~gue

is at most times natural and spontaneous,

not stiff and stilted.

At times the author rises to heights

in his dialogue, as in Leah's speech of defiance to Christ
prior to His crucifixion.
Where the author fails in character l:!Uilding he supplies
in the plot.

There is struggle and consequently action is

of prime importance.

Although the situations are at times

complex yet this very complexity holds the interest.

With a

•
w alterations Pilate's Daughter has many possibilities.
The Passionists probably were the next to present a
ssion Play, Which by reason of the pains taken with it bethe most notable of its class.

As they were in possession

a fine auditorium, whose stage was spacious they had only to
vide the play, scenery, and costumes.

With the Santa Clara

Roxbury productions before them, it was not difficult to
upon these predecessors.

The result demonstrated what
69

Theatre is able to do in dramatic production.
This play has become the most famous of American Passion
and the "nearest thing to a U. S. Oberammergau is a
ugly town across the Hudson River from Manhattan called
City".

(Time, 2/26/34).

~le title of this play is

and it is styled by its producers, not with"America's Passion Play".

The following

from a handbill distributed by the producers
their nature, bound to be enthusiastic encomiums.
The impersonation of Christ dominates the
performances in the reverent manner that
proclaims His Divinity and the Majesty of
His Sacred Manhood.
The theme is treated with such rare delicacy,
the play is presented under circumstances and
in surroundings so peculiarly appropriate and
has attained such universal and spontaneous
popularity allover the country that the title
given to the play by the PubliC, "Amerioa's
-----------~-----------------------~------------------ -------

See John Talbot Smith, LL.D., The Parish Theatre, for
a discussion of this phase of modern religious drama.
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Passion Play" is justly merited. It has
reaohed such a stage Of permanency that
yearly during the Lenten Season pilgrimages
are made to st. Joseph·s Auditorium, Union
City, N. J., the Oberammergau of America.
During the past eighteen years, Veronioa·s
has been witnessed by over one half
million people.
~

Beginning as a parochial affair, it has attained ~o the proportions of a national
institution. No other religious drama has
received from the press of the oountry the
extensive publicity both in text and picture
which has been reoeived by Veronica's Veil
written and directed by Passionist Fathers.
Its"appeal has reaohed not only the average
layman but the olergyman, the artist, the
dramatist and the theatrical oritio. The
high standard of artistry that charaoterized
it from its inoeption has not only been maintained, but even elevated. Add to the saoredness of the theme, the grandeur and beauty of
the soenery and oostumes, the artistic electrioal effects, the sinoerity of the players, and
Veronica's Veil is sure to merit the enthusiastic approval of its audienoe.
The technique and atmosphere employed in the presentation of the central character of the Christus in this play
brings to the fore a muoh discussed question.

There are

three ways of portraying the Christus eaoh of them effeotive.
The first manner Of presentation is that of Oberammergau in
Europe and Santa Clara in America.

In these productions

the Christus is a charaoter, the part being carried by an
actor with spoken lines.

The second technique of portrayal

is that employed by the author of

Veronioa~s

Veil.

The

person of the Christus is aotually impersonated on the stage
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but there are no spoken lines given to the Character.

The

third manner of treating the central character is used by
Monsignor Benson in his The Upper Roam.

Here the figure of

Christ does not appear throughout the play, nor are any
words spoken backstage typifying the presence of the character.
Each of these techniques has its own peculiar advantages and disadvantages.

If we may judge from the popularity

of the respective plays mentioned above, although that is an

unreliable criterion, we must admit that the first is the

more effective.
The impersonation of Christus in Veronica's Veil is
portrayed in silence.

Appreciating the inadequacy of any

characterization of that divinely human Nature of the Savlor
reverently the author of the play has attempted what he
considers to be the nearest approach, a silent representation.
In this detail Veronica's Veil differs fram its prototype of Oberammergau.
This play has became a community undertaking.

It is

performed by two alternating casts of 150 amateur players,

many of Whom have played various parts from the beginning.
A salesman has been 6aiaphas for twelve years.

Costumed by

women of the parish, paid nothing for their work, the cast
of Veronicats Veil rehearses three months every year, goes
to a retreat to prepare annually for the 25 performances.

100.

The author of Veronioa's Veil is Rev. Bernardine Busoh,
C.P.

He adopted the use of alternate tableaux to oarry on

the aotion of the drama and to add to its splendor.
play opens with a tableaux of the betrayal of

three actions:

Christ~

The
in

the kiss of Judas, the prostration of the

soldiers, and the binding of Christ.

Immediately the scene

changes to the palace of Caiaphas and the Sanhedrin is dis-

covered in consultation.

Christ is condemned to death.

Then appear Judas and Veronioa, the traitor to fling back

the blood money, and the woman to plead for the Nazarene;
but neither the remorse of one nor the pleading of the other

oan change the determination of Caiaphas and his party.

The

act is written with considerable power, enough to demand
professional actors, Whose attempt to portray the rage of

Caiaphas and the remorse of Judas lands them in rank melo-

drama.
The second act shows the home of Veronioa, while the

trial of Christ is going on among the rulers of the City.

The procession to Calvary passes the door.

Veronica rushes

forth to meet the Saviour, Who in gratitude causes the image

of His Countenance to be reproduced on the towel, from which

shines a mysterious light.

At the spectacle Siraeh and a

laughter of Caiaphas humbly confess their faith in Christ.

The soene is rather naive, and laoks any consideration for
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people experienced in modern drama.

The Face on the towel

is the familiar Face of the art stores, its eyes now closed,
now open, and too precise, too accurate for a modern drama.
It would suit a medieval miracle play admirably, but not a
modern audience.

The portrait should be blurred, bloody,

yet able to suggest the face of the agonizing Christ.

This

act is followed by a tableau of the crucifixion in three
scenes:

the gambling soldiers, the three Marys at the cross,

and the death of Christ.
The third act takes place in the house of Caiaphas
immediately after the burial of the Saviour.
shakes the household of Caiaphas.

A convulsion

Ruth is banished forever;

her mother dies suddenly; and Caiaphas under the stress of
trouble goes insane.
For the third time the dramatist makes demands upon
amateurs Which would try the

hi8h~st

skill of a professional,

with the usual result that some scenes approach the burlesque.
In spite of many inconsis

t()~'0~. ')8

the beauty of this play is remarkable.

and over enthusiasm
Its faults are com-

mon ones, looseness of structure, little regard for the
unities, too great a demand upon the skill Of amateurs,
a lack of simpliCity, too much wordiness.

In the matter

of staging it is too riChly colored, giving an impression
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that the life of the Jews was a daily pageant.

But as an

example of what the Parish Theatre can do it is a marvel.
As an illustration of what the people want at times it
served perfectly:

twenty performances were not enough to

satisfy the popular demand.
Father Hugh Benson, the distinguished English convert,
wrote a Passion play called The Upper Room, which has for
its keynote, restraint.

A single scene, that small room

in which the religion of Christ began its corporate existence,
is the place.

Here come all the characters connected with

the tragedy of Calvary, with the latest details, or with
their grief and despair.

At each step in the agony of

Christ, same character appears to tell what has happened.
At times the window or opening at the back is thrown wide,
and the spectator may see things that are going on outside.
Thus the spears of soldiers are seen passing, the shouts of
the mob are heard, the three crosses are dragged by and that
of the Saviour falls to the ground and then appears again.
At the close of the play the perspective
on a far, storm-swept hill.
of suggestion.

shQWS

three crosses

It is not a drama of action but

Its interest never fails.

Its

lan~age

is

sweet, striking, the sentiment pitched in melancholy, so
that the effect upon audiences is always profound.
Last year the city of Lawrence, Massachusetts, produced
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a Passion Play.

A distinquished member of the Augustinians,

Father Palmieri, wrote it in Italian.

It was translated

into English and given its first presentation in the Italian
parish.

In oonstruction it followed the method of Veroni-

ca's Veil, allowing the tableaux to complete what the text
could not.

The plot is almost identical with the Union City

production yet, it is not as effective.

This play, testi-

fying to the popularity of passion plays and showing the
readiness with Which audiences will patronize amateur productions, was received With deep interest througp the state,
paid exPenses

~ich

were high, and fairly recompensed its

promotors.
Another translation from a German text is entitled
The Passion and Death of Our Lord.

It Was translated by

Rev. Joseph W. Berg and the English text was published by
the Catholic Dramatic Company.

In a foreward to the text

we learn that
the Passion Play by the Congregation for
Christian workmen of St. Joseph of Calasanz,
Vienna, Austria, was produced in German in
st. Joseph's Parish Hall, Milwaukee, UisconSin, during Lent 1927. Eight times within
ten days the house was crowded, though other
plays had been drawi~5 but slim houses for
even a single night.
It is a scriptural type Of passion play.
closely follows the New Testament narrative.

The plot
The Christus

--------------------------------~-----~---------------------70.
Rev. Jos'eph W. Berg, translator, The Passion and Death
of
Ouu IQrd , Catholic Dramatic Movemen~,MilWaukee,1930,pref.,i.
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Ls present in a speaking part.
~haraoters

A few of the historioal

in the story who are unnamed in the soripture

lre here given prominent parts.

The dialogue is too

literal and for this reason rather

stilte~

The play can

hardly be considered as a piece of literature, but in spite
of its many failings in values it is very popular with audiences Who, being well disposed, are not_ inclined to criticism.
Professor William Mathias Lamers, head of the Marquette
University School of Languages, has been another contributor to the growing category of pass:ton plays.
Of the play is Calvary.

The title

It is of the historical type and

fictitious characters as Joachim, a rich Jew and his son,
Daniel are present in the usual settings.

In a less im-

portant way there are introduced allegorical characters,
voices, and spirits.
of reverence".

The Christus is not represented "out

The dialogue often cons:tsts of long des-

criptions of nature.

The opening speech of the play is

made by the character Joachim and gives an idea of the
turned-about phrasing.
Joachim:-

10, overhead the stars in glittering
panoply stream across the sky. Centuries ago When father David herded
his flocks along the distant hills,
then these were there. And these
great lamps lighted our first parents
along the streams of Paradise. They
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have seen nations rise and fall;
proud Nineveh, cloudwalled Babylon,
and Persia, mistress of myriads rise
from the earth and be again resolved
to dust. But they remain and God,
and God's high covenant, and fallen
man to ~om redemption now is nigh.
And are thy hopes, 0 Israel, delusive
phantoms? The days of Daniel are they
not accomplished? And where is the fUlfillment of thy prophecy, 0 Jehovah?
The desecrating hand of Rome lies heavily
upon thy sacred city and touches thy
sacred hill. In these the silent watches
of the night, thoughts fearful to daylight
glide like shadows across my soul and
doubt sits gloating over the sanctities
of life. The city slumbers below me, with
closed doors through which only life and
death shall slip ere morning breaks. Ancient almost as the hunched purple ot the
hills. So slumber my hopes and thine, 0
Jerusalem, city of my soul. Is this the
harvest of thy word? Has then the smoke
ot sacrifice curled unto an empty heaven
and fallen into nostrils foreign to thy
name? For behold, encompasses my soul
and thy people, and in my heart there is
a void such as the great emptiness of the
universe when fhou alone art and nothing
else was. 0 send forth to thy servant
a sign that thine arm hath not been
shortened. 71
It rem'ains for some present or future writer to revise

this text just as the Oberammergau play has been revised

to meet changing conditions.

This is likewise true of sev-

eral of the other pass:!. on plays that have appeared wi thin

the last few years.
.

For the present we must be satisfied that passion

---------~-------------------------------------------- ---------

71.

William M. Lamers, Ca1varr, Catholic Dramatic Movement,
Milwaukee, 1928, Act., 1, scene 1.
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plays are being written at all for it was many decades
before new passion plays began to appear.

As the texts

and productions increase, the audiences also will increase,
not only in numbers but, and what is more important, in
discrimination and taste, so that by the time this revival
in religious drama has reached its zenith really literary
pieces will appear.

CHAPTER EIGHT.
THE FUTURE.

It is true that these religious plays, except that of
Oberammergau and other European traditional passion plays,
are popular only during the Lenten season.

\Vbat of the ama-

teur theatre during the remainder of the year?

It 1s very

active, active in the high schools, colleges, universities,
parishes, little theatres, and community houses throughout
the European and American continents.

Nor are its champions

to be found only among the small scattered groups.

For some

years Richard Dana Skinner, a recognized dramatic critic
and reviewer, in the Commonweal has championed a popular
theatre.

He has unfortunately been too premature with his

suggestions.

In 1928 in the June 6, 13, and 20 copies of

the Commonweal he wrote a series of articles entitled "The
Challenge of the Theatre".

This challenge, he says, is:

"I'm giving the public What it wants. If
you don't like it, why not try something
yourself." This is the real challenge of
the modern theatre. 72
.
He then appeals to his public to take up the challenge
but, as Was stated, he was seeing farther ahead than the interested part of his· audience could visualize.

Therefore no

-------------------------------------------------------------72. Richard Dana Skinner, "The Challenge of the Theatre tl ,
Commonweal, June 6, 1928, p.54.
107.
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results were forthcoming.

Mr. Skinner in these articles

suggested a plan that would be feasible but to no avail.
A few years were to elapse before the ideas expressed
by Mr. Skinner were to be imbibed by others.

The increasing

decadence of the stage in those years, the bold challenge of
irreligious producers, the woeful laok of worthwhile dramatic
pieces, these conditions were to cause the increase in the
popularity of the amateur theatre, and the founding of many
little theatre groups.
Outstanding among those who have taken up the ideas
of Mr. Skinner is Mr. William J. O'Neil.

The latter had

lately come to the assistance of his contemporary with an
article in the same periodical, The Commonweal, of May 18,
1934.

But Mr. O'Neil has gone farther than write, he has

acted as he tells us in "A Planned Theatre",
six months ago, with crusading zeal at a new
high and finances at a new low, I started to
push this idea to what should be its rightful
place in the theatre. With the constant and
sympathetic guidance of Mr. Skinner, the
ground has been broken. We aim to open the
theatre in the fall of 1935. 73
The author then goes on to appeal to the groups who
will disagree'with his plans.

These he classifies as the

------------------------------------~----------------- --------

73.

Wm. J. O'Neil, "A Planned Theatre",
May 18, 1934, p.6l.

Commonweal,
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"Sophisticated", the "Hollywoodites", the "Inte11igentia",
the "propagandists".

He appeals for their support for the

sake of the art of the stage and bewails the lack of the art
on Broadway, or as he expresses it:
For today, in spite of the periodic worthwhile
adventures, the theatre as is has less to do
with true artistry and more to do with avarice.
Until the economic structure is radically
changed, there will remain sporadic, diluted
and for the most part unsatisfactory artistic
deve1opement. 74
Nor is the writer of those words alone in his opinion
of Broadway.

SUch names as Joseph Wood Krutch, Lee Simonson,

Stark Young, Brock Pemberton, Arthur Hopkins, and such periodicals of the art as Theatre Arts Monthly,

and the Stage,

all have been reiterating the same sentiments for same months
past.
The major part of Mr. O'Neil's artiole is taken up with
overcoming objections to his organized Catholic theatre.

The

familiar and common bugbear, namely the fear that a theatre

under Catholic auspices will produce siokly-sweet, namby-pamby
plays, is aggressively attacked.

This fear, it is true, was

at one time justified, and that in the beginning of the revival of the amateur theatre, but developments of the last
few years hardly justify the objection now.

Mr. O'Neil would

like to know, "Since when have these two words, (namby-pamby
--------~-~---------------~~----------~--------------- ---------

74.

~.,

p. 62.
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and Catholic) become synonymous?"

In a list, given in the

article, of the plays that it is proposed to produce none of
the pieces could be termed "goody-goody" or "sickly sweet".
With his final paragraph Mr. O'Neil confidently announces that the revival of the amateur theatre is here, and
not only here but it is a success.

Who can doubt this when

we consider the thousands of amateur theatre groups constantly arising, the popularity of the Little Theatre Movement at
least one of which is to be found in every city and University.
The features of the modern revival of the amateur
theatre are then, the unqualified success of amateur productions the condition of the professional stage, the breaking
down of the prejudice on the part of the Church against the
drama, and finally, the popularity of passion plays both traditional and new.
The two most important factors in the bringing about
of the revival and contributing to its success have bean the
universal acceptance of passion plays and the seeming ease
With Which they can be produced by amateurs, and the aoceptance of the stage by religion as an aid in its mission.

It

was the continual increase in attendance at passion plays
that encouraged the amateuraotors to attempt other productions.

And these latter were not only permitted by the church

auth~rities

but were even encouraged.
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It remains to say why the passion plays became popular.
The stage had little of religion in it and the dramatic material became stereotyped.

The passion play combined art and

religion in a harmonious combination.

The passion play was

something different and for many audiences something new.
The critics came to accept the passion plays and this
stamp of approval assisted materially in bringing before the
general public the productions.

The reviewers and critics

wrote about the plays, this gave them the publicity that is
so necessary for any production.
Another important faotor for the success of the plays
was the almost negligible cost of producing them.
players, being amateurs, received no salary.

The

Very often the

scenery and costumes were made by men and women who were glad
to donate their services in time, labor, and money.
Summed up briefly then, our conclusion would be that a
revival of the popular, the amateur theatre is with us and
that this revival is due almost entirely to the success and
popularity of passion plays.

Furthermore, in answer to the

final paragraph of the Foreword, when such eminent critics
as Mr. Skinner and Mr. O'Neil have given much time and labor
to the new movement, When such modern dramatists as Mr. Eugene
O'Neill and Mr. Barrie are affected by it suffioiently to
write plays of a decidedly religious character then we may
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say, without fear of contradiction, that the revival is here
demanding the attention of students of literature and the
drama, and the new movement is entirely worthy of their labor
and study.
What is the prospect for the future?
possibilities.

It is bright with

The revived amateur theatre is bound to af-

fect the professional stage more and more in almost every
department Of the art.
betterment of the stage.

And this will undoubtedly be for the
Audiences, educated by amateur

productions will expect Broadway to produce dramas of an
artistic nature according to the formulae dictated by decency
and true art, entirely devoid of grossness.
Playwrights will feel the influence and, in fact, they
have already shown evidences that they have sensed the changed
situation.

They will write better, more finished products.

For materials they now find an entirely new field, the vast,
interesting, and intricate field of the life of the majority
with its problems, trials, and joys.

Instead of treating

of isolated, particular groups, the dramatists can again use
~niversal,

general characters.

These will be natural men and

women, living their lives, engaging in the conflict, overcoming adverSity, according to the dictates of right reason.
Yes, the future is bright with possibilities.

It is

not too much to expect that With this revival the drama will
scale hitherto unattained heights of perfection.

So wide-
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spread is the amateur movement that soon we can truly say,
"All the world's a stage, and all the men and women in it,
actors".
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